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Abstract
A CRITICAL MULTIPLE CASE STUDY ANALYSIS EXAMINING THE
IMPLEMENTATION OF THE EVERY STUDENT SUCCEEDS ACT (ESSA) TO PROMOTE
POSITIVE SCHOOL CLIMATE
By Weade W. James, M.Ed.
A dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of
Philosophy at Virginia Commonwealth University.
Virginia Commonwealth University, 2020.
Director: LaRon Scott, Ed.D., Assistant Professor, Department of Counseling and Special
Education
This study explored the role of federal policy in improving school climate, and examined
how federal policy, specifically the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) is being implemented at
the state-level to address school climate issues. A qualitative multiple-case study design with
content analysis was used as the leading approach to understanding how states are implementing
ESSA’s school climate measure for accountability. ESSA is the nation’s federal education law
that was enacted in 2015 and replaced No Child Left Behind (NCLB). I compared states’
implementation of ESSA’s school climate and safety (SCS) measure, including how states are
measuring SCS and whether the practices and interventions that are being implemented to
promote safe and supportive learning environments are evidence-based. In addition to content
analysis as the leading approach for analyzing data, I also applied a critical policy analysis
(CPA) to examine how the problem of school climate was represented and addressed in state
discipline regulations, and if the representation of the problem created advantages and/or
disadvantages for Black and Latinx students and students with disabilities. The CPA approach
was guided by Bacchi’s (2009) “What’s the problem represented to be?”, also known as WPR,
framework.

ix

Chapter 1
Introduction
Approximately six percent of students in K-12 public schools within the United States
received one or more out-of-school suspension during the 2015-16 academic year {( Office of
Civil Rights 2019 (OCR)}. Of this percentage, Black and Latinx students are disproportionately
suspended from school compared to their peers (OCR, 2019; Gage et al., 2019; U.S. Commission
on Civil Rights, 2019). Black and Latinx students are also subjected to harsher disciplinary
practices for minor and similar behavior infractions than their White peers and are suspended for
longer periods [(Barret et al, 2017; OCR, 2019; Losen & Gillespie, 2012; Skiba et al., 2002;
Vincent et al., 2012)]. The growing concern of discipline disparities is represented in the
increased presence of federal policy to reverse this trend.
Federal policies since the Civil Rights Act of 1964 through the reauthorization of the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) in 2004 have sought to prevent
discrimination of students and promote safe and inclusive learning environments through
regulations that govern public education in the U.S. However, poor school climates continue to
persist and exclusionary discipline practices like out-of-school suspensions have played a
contributing factor to school safety concerns (Cardichon et al., 2019; LaForett & De Marco,
2019; Losen & Whitaker, 2017; Morgan et al., 2014; Skiba et al., 2014). The National
Clearinghouse on Supportive School Discipline (NCSSD) defines exclusionary discipline
practices as any type of school disciplinary action that removes or excludes students from their
educational setting. When used consistently, exclusionary discipline practices have long-term
negative impact on students’ academic and social and emotional functioning (Fabelo et al., 2011;
Losen, 2018; William et al., 2015). Discipline practices that exclude children from their
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educational setting also have long-term economic effects and negatively correlates to school
dropout which can cause economic challenges for communities (Marchbanks et al., 2015). The
next section provides a comprehensive statement of the discipline disparity problem and its
relation to school climate solutions.
Statement of the Problem
Exclusionary discipline practices contribute to negative school experiences (Morris &
Perry, 2017; Smolkowski et al., 2016; Whitford et al., 2016). The disproportionate use of out-ofschool suspensions (OSS) is reflected throughout our education system, as early as preschool
(Gillam et al., 2016). For example, nationally, Black children represent 19% of children enrolled
in public preschools but 47% of children who received one or more OSS, most of them being
Black boys (OCR, 2019). In contrast, White children represent 47% of the public preschool
enrollment and 28% of children who received one or more OSS. Black and Latinx students
continue to experience an increase in OSS as they matriculate through school (OCR, 2016 &
2019). In 2013-14 and 2015-16, Black boys were disproportionately impacted by OSS
representing nearly 8% of the K-12 public school enrollment but 25% of students who were
suspended from school (OCR, 2016 & 2019). Higher rates of suspensions were also reported for
Latinx boys (OCR, 2019). In 2015-16, Latinx boys represented 13% of the K-12 student
enrollment and 15% of students who received an OSS (OCR, 2019). Similar patterns existed for
Black female students who represented 8% of the K-12 student enrollment but accounted for
14% of students who received one or more OSS (OCR, 2019). In contrast, White female students
represented 24% of the student enrollment but just 8% of students receiving one or more OSS.
These disparities are not unique to non-disabled Black and Latinx students as students with
disabilities also experienced similar exclusionary practices.
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Nationally, students with disabilities served under the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA) represent 12% of the K-12 student enrollment, and 26% of students who
received one or more OSS (OCR, 2019). Students with disabilities were also expelled from
school at a disproportionate rate (24%) although they represent just 12% of the K-12 student
enrollment (OCR, 2019). When analyzed by race, Black students with disabilities receive more
OSS than their peers. In 2013-14, Black students with disabilities were suspended at a
disproportionately higher rate (25%) than all other racial/ethnic groups (OCR, 2016). This
represents 16 percentage points higher than for White students with disabilities.
To understand the nuances of discipline disparities between Black and Latinx students
and their counterparts, a closer look at state-specific data is needed. In New York City, for
example, Black students with and without disabilities received longer suspensions on average for
8 of the 10 most frequent behavior infractions including group violence, bullying, and reckless
behavior (with exception of insubordination and drug possession; Pappas, 2018). When students
with disabilities are removed from the analysis, Latinx students received longer suspension on
average for group violence (Pappas, 2018). In Illinois, where 16% of the K-12 student population
is Black and 47.6% is White, Black students received doubled the number of OSS (49,264)
compared to their White students (25,610; Illinois Report Card, 2019; Illinois State Board of
Education, 2019). These disparities raise a dire need for solutions that promote safe and inclusive
learning environments for all students.
Solutions to address the widening gap of racial disparities have focused on school climate
interventions that are student-centered like restorative justice and social and emotional learning,
as well as teacher-centered practices that include implicit bias training and culturally responsive
classroom management practices (Bradshaw et al., 2009; Okonofua et al., 2016; Payne & Welch,
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2018; Weinstein et al., 2004). Despite these research and evidence-based practices that have
demonstrated the potential to improve school climate, there are inconsistencies and inequities in
how States are measuring and addressing issues that lead to exclusionary discipline practices that
create negative learning environments. This inconsistency has led to strengthening of federal
policy such as the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), the federal law that governs K-12 public
education in the United States (Cook-Harvey et al., 2016). ESSA requires that each state develop
their own accountability systems and must use a minimum of four academic indicators (i.e.,
Academic Achievement, Student Growth, High School Graduation, ELL Proficiency) and one
additional non-academic indicator of School Quality and Student Success (U.S. Representatives
Office of the Legislative Counsel, 2020). Measures of School Quality and Student Success
(SQSS) may address (1) student engagement, (2) educator engagement, (3) student access to and
completion of advanced coursework, (4) post-secondary readiness, and (5) school climate and
safety. School Climate and Safety (SCS) can be assessed using various data sources including
student and teacher surveys, and by analyzing data on discipline outcomes (e.g., suspensions,
expulsions; Dignity in Schools, 2017). This inquiry uses the following definition of school
climate to guide its data collection, analyses and interpretation of findings: “School climate is
comprised of the affective and cognitive perceptions regarding social interactions, relationships,
values and beliefs held by students, teachers, administrators and staff within a school” (Rudasill
et al., 2017, pp. 57).
With ESSA, the federal government has taken a bold step that has brought the
interconnectedness of school climate and discipline disparities to the forefront of educational
policy discourse. The purpose of the present study is to understand how states are measuring and
addressing school climate to promote positive learning environments and reduce discipline
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disparities that disproportionately impact Black and Latinx students and students with
disabilities. With greater flexibility given to states under ESSA to define and measure school
climate (Dignity in Schools, 2017; Penuel et al., 2016), it’s important to investigate how the
provisions in the law are being implemented in its infancy stage to inform future guidance to
state education agencies (SEAs) and local education agencies (LEAs) as they carry out new
accountability, reporting and school improvement systems. The current study will also contribute
to the theoretical understanding of how we study education policy more broadly, or in this case
discipline policy which has not been viewed through a critical lens that considers how problems
are represented in discipline policies and how factors of race, equity and justice operate in policy
representations and implementation.
Why School Climate?
LaForett and De Marco (2019) posited that reducing discipline disparities requires a
comprehensive approach to improve school climate. They proposed that interventions like Social
and Emotional Learning (SEL) and cultural competence training for educators are needed to
better manage classroom behaviors, increase teachers’ consciousness of implicit bias, and reduce
disparate discipline practices. In the proposed study, I will examine ESSA state plans and related
documents to identify how school climate is being measured, and will analyzed school climate
interventions and practices to identify how school climate issues are being addressed and
whether the interventions and practices being implemented are evidence-based to reduce
disparities of Black and Latinx students and students with disabilities. I will also use a critical
policy analysis approach to examine how school climate is represented in states’ discipline
regulations and what advantages and/or disadvantages these representations create.
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Theoretical and Conceptual Framework
I applied two theoretical frameworks to explain the association between school climate
and discipline practices that negatively impact Black and Latinx students. The first theory,
Critical Race Theory (CRT; Ladson-Billings, 1998) asserts that race and racism are ingrained in
institutions and structures, therefore maintaining its permanence and perpetuating disparities
between dominant and marginalized racial groups. In this study, I used CRT to interrogate
existing school climate and discipline practices, by discussing how certain contextual factors,
policies and practices are rooted in institutionalized and structural racism and have negatively
contributed to the school climate experiences of Black and Latinx students. These policies and
practices that impact school climate include zero-tolerance policies, implicit bias and the overuse
of school resource officers (SROs) in addressing student misconduct.
The second theoretical framework, Systems View of School Climate (SVSC; Rudasill et
al., 2017) is derived from Ecological Systems Theory (EST; Bronfenbrenner, 1992) and explains
that a child’s development is influenced by interrelated systems categorized from their
immediate environment to changes in their life over time. School climate is a multi-faceted
construct and must be understood through a systemic lens that explains how each level of a
system (immediate or external) interact to shape perceptions of school climate (Rudasill et al.,
2017). The authors assert that school climate is better measured as a “multi-dimensional
construct” (Rudasill et al., 2017, pp. 55) that seeks perspectives of multiple stakeholders
including teachers, students and staff. The SVSC framework offers a coherent definition of
school climate and a guide to developing causal models to measure and evaluate school climate.
The SVSC framework provides the foundation of the modified conceptual framework because it
depicts the various systems that influence a child’s behavior and development, and identifies the
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elements of the school microsystem (structures, processes, context and climate) that should be
analyzed in studying the climate of a school environment. While the SVSC framework offers a
systemic view of measuring, addressing and evaluating school climate, it does not offer a critical
view that critiques the effects of racism, inequity and privilege in schooling on school climate.
The proposed conceptual framework for this study fills in the critical view gap.
A modified conceptual framework that draws on CRT (Ladson-Billings, 1998) and SVSC
(Rudasill, et al., 2017), was used for this study. This framework, called the Critical Systems View
of School Climate (CSVSC) offers a critical lens to study school climate experiences of Black
and Latinx students. The CSVSC framework honed in on the microsystem of the school
environment and identified the policy provisions, practices and contextual factors that impact the
negative school climate experiences of Black and Latinx students. Table 1 below describes the
various levels of the EST to offer context of the microsystem and its relation to the other levels.
Table 1 also includes an additional level, the nanosystem, which was a new component applied
to the traditional EST and included in the SVSC framework by Rudasill et al., (2017). The levels
are listed in order of proximity and influence on a child’s growth and development. The
description of each level is provided, as well as its key influences.
Table 1
Levels of Ecological Systems Theory
Layer

Description

Key Influences

Microsystem

Immediate environment that
interacts with the child, such
as home and school

Immediate family members,
teachers, peers

Mesosystem

Interactions between the
microsystems

Home-school interaction,
parent-teacher interactions
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Nanosystem

Structures within the
Peer groups; sports
microsystem, like classrooms, teammates
sports teams

Exosystem

Environments in which the
School board, media,
child may not interact but still economic system, local
have an effect on them
government

Macrosystem

Influences of cultural values,
beliefs, government, etc.

Laws, cultural ideologies and
values

Chronosystem

Time and events over the life
course

Maturation, psychological
changes, historical events

The modified framework for this study, (CSVSC), is depicted in Figure 1 below. The
nested circles in the middle of the framework represent the levels of EST described in Table 1.
Along the left margin of the nested circles are the school context, processes, structures and
climate of the microsystem which Rudasill et al., (2017) describe as necessary to examine school
climate through a systemic lens. Along the right margin of the nested circles are the contextual
factors, policies and practices that are unique to the experiences of Black and Latinx students and
contribute to their negative perceptions of their learning environment. They include zerotolerance policies, implicit bias and the overuse of SROs in managing behaviors. To achieve
positive school climate and reduce the discipline disparities of Black and Latinx students,
practices and interventions must seek to address these policies and practices which serve as
predictors of negative school climate for Black and Latinx students. This framework was used in
the data analysis of the critical policy approach by examining discipline regulations of the States
to identify how provisions relating to zero tolerance, SROs and other predictors in the Figure
below mitigate or exacerbate school climate experiences of Black and Latinx students. The
conceptual framework is explained in greater detail in Chapter 2.
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Figure 1. Critical Systems View of School Climate
Statement of the Purpose
The purpose of this study was to inform policymakers and educational leaders of how
individual States are implementing provisions of the ESSA, specifically the School Climate and
Safety (SCS) measure of the School Quality and Student Success (SQSS) indicator. Using a
qualitative case study methodology with content analysis as the lead approach, I sought to (1)
understand how states are measuring SCS, (2) identify practices and interventions that are being
implemented to address issues identified, and (3) determine whether practices and interventions
are evidence-based.
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Additionally, I employed a critical policy analysis (CPA) approach to analyze discipline
regulations at the state-level to identify and compare how the problem of school climate is being
represented and how these representations create advantages and/or disadvantages for students
who experience disproportionate suspensions (Black and Latinx students and students with
disabilities). CPA seeks to illustrate how power operates through policy and lead to
discriminatory practices towards already marginalized individuals (Chesler & Crowfoot, 2000, p.
441, 442). Prunty (1985) offered a critique of education policy analysis, including arguing that
because there are varying types of policies (e.g., substantive, procedural, regulatory, etc.), there
is an “oversimplification” of policy analyses and a disregard of how values of power, control,
privilege, equity and justice are implanted into policy enactment, implementation and evaluation.
He also explained that education policy analysis has lacked a more inclusive agenda and has
maintained the status quo, partly because it has been examined through the lens of philosophical
theories and methodologies that are derived from outside of the field. Levinson, et al. (2009) also
maintained a similar position as Prunty (1985) and explained that policy “extends the interests of
those who disproportionately wield power” (Levinson et al., 2009, p. 769). For these reasons,
critical policy analysis has become more prominent in education policy analysis (Shaw, 2004;
Stein, 2004; Weaver-Hightower, 2008).
Bacchi (2009) proposed an approach to critical policy analysis called “What’s the
problem represented to be?”, also known as WPR. The WPR approach, which was used for the
critical policy analysis in this study explains that every policy has misrepresentations of the
problem that it intends to address. She explains that policy represents the problem it seeks to
solve in a specific way. She argues, however, that the way the problem is represented in policy
can be advantageous to certain groups and non-advantageous to others. Bacchi’s (2009) WPR
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approach is guided by six questions that will be applied to critique States discipline regulations.
These questions are:
1. What’s the problem represented to be?
2. What presuppositions and assumptions underlie this representation of the problem?
3. How has the representation of the problem come about?
4. What is left unproblematic in this problem representation? Where are the silences? Can
the problem be thought about differently?
5. What effects are produced by this representation of the problem?
6. How/where is this representation of the problem produced, disseminated and defended?
How could it be questioned or disrupted and replaced?
The use of the CPA approach will help to explain why issues of school climate and
discipline disparities persist at the individual state-level and across states. Based on the findings,
I’ve offered recommendations to policymakers and education leaders to enhance equity in
discipline policies and increase the use of evidence-based and culturally-relevant school climate
practices and interventions. These recommendations are described in Chapter V and further
details about the methodology are discussed in Chapter III.
Research Questions
This study was guided by the following research questions:
1. How are States measuring School Climate and Safety (SCS) and are there commonalities
or differences? (content analysis)
2. What interventions or practices have States identified and/or used to address school
climate issues and are these interventions or practices evidence-based? (content analysis)
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3. How do States discipline regulations represent the school climate problem and how do
their representations create advantages or disadvantages for Black and Latinx students,
and students with disabilities? (critical policy analysis)
Significance of the Study
The findings of this study will help policymakers and education leaders to understand
how States are implementing new accountability and school improvement systems under ESSA.
Specifically, policymakers will be able to identify commonalities and differences in
implementation of ESSA’s school climate provisions to inform future guidance and/or technical
assistance to States and promote the use of culturally-relevant and evidence-based practices.
Moreover, the study’s results will increase stakeholders’ awareness of how the problem of school
climate is being represented in different States, and the advantages and disadvantages this
representation yields.
Definition of Terms
Exclusionary Discipline: The National Clearinghouse on Supportive School Discipline
(NCSSD), a project founded by the American Institutes for Research (AIR) which provides
school-based practitioners with resources to reduce exclusionary discipline practices defines
exclusionary discipline as any type of school disciplinary action that removes or excludes
students from their educational setting.
Expulsion: OCR defines two types of expulsions. Expulsion with educational services is an
action taken by the LEA to remove a child from his or her regular school for disciplinary
purposes, with the continuation of educational services, for the remainder of the school year or
longer in accordance with LEA policy. Expulsion without education services is an action taken
by the LEA to remove a child from his or her regular school for disciplinary purposes, with the
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cessation of education services, for the remainder of the school year or longer in accordance
with LEA policy. Expulsion with or without educational services also includes removals resulting
from violations of the Gun Free Schools Act that are modified to less than 365 days.
Discipline Disparities: This refers to instances when students who belong to specific
demographic groups, such as race, ethnicity, sex, disability status are subjected to particular
disciplinary actions disproportionately at a greater rate than students who belong to other
demographic groups (NCSSD, 2014).
Disproportionality: The presence of students from a specific group in an educational
program being higher or lower than one would expect based on their representation in the
general population of students (Salend et al., 2002).
Out-of-School Suspension (OSS): OCR defines OSS as the removal of a child from school
grounds and delineates between the two types of out-of-school suspensions. For students without
disabilities and students with disabilities served only under Section 504, OSS means excluding a
student from school for disciplinary reasons for one school day or longer. For students with
disabilities served exclusively under IDEA, OSS is when that student is temporarily removed
from his or her regular school for disciplinary purposes to another setting (e.g., home, behavior
center). This includes both removals in which no IEP services are provided because the removal
is 10 days or less as well as removals in which the child continues to receive services according
to his or her IEP.
School Climate: “School climate is comprised of the affective and cognitive perceptions
regarding social interactions, relationships, values and beliefs held by students, teachers,
administrators and staff within a school” (Rudasill, et al., 2017, pp. 57).

13

School Discipline: The NCSSLE defines school discipline as the rules and strategies applied
in school to manage student behavior and practices used to encourage self-discipline.
School-to-Prison Pipeline: Refers to the policies and practices that are directly and
indirectly pushing students out of school and on a pathway to prison (Coalition for Juvenile
Justice, 2019).
Suspension: NCSSD defines suspensions as the temporary removal of a student from his or
her educational placement for a violation of school policies or rules.
Zero Tolerance: Refers to school discipline policies and practices that mandate
predetermined consequences, typically severe, punitive and exclusionary, in response to specific
types of student misbehavior regardless of the context or rationale for the behavior (NCSSD,
2014).
Organization of the Study
This dissertation is comprised of five chapters, which are organized in the following
manner. The first chapter sets the stage of the study with an introduction and describes the
problem statement, theoretical and conceptual frameworks, and purpose of the study and
research questions that will guide the investigation. Chapter II describes relevant literature on
school climate and discipline disparities, including trends and policies, impact on students, and
practices and interventions that have been identified to address these issues. Based on the
literature review, I found limited research that examined school climate though a critical and
systemic lens. As such, Chapter II provides an in-depth analysis of Critical Race Theory
(Ladson-Billings, 1998) and Systems View of School Climate (Rudasill et al., 2017) while
elaborating on the modified proposed conceptual framework for this study, Critical Systems
View of School Climate (CSVSC), to explain the how discrimination, inequity and privilege
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operate in educational policy or in this case, discipline regulations. Chapter III explains the
study’s methodology and begins with the research questions and hypotheses, followed by the
research paradigm and research design. It further describes the sample, variables, data collection
methods and research procedures of the study. Chapter IV presents data analyses and findings of
the study. Findings of the content analysis for Research Questions 1 and 2 are synthesized and
presented using tables and figures. All tables and figures are accompanied by a description of the
similarities, patterns and differences that were observed. Findings for the critical policy analysis
approach is presented in narrative form. Chapter V offers a discussion of the study’s findings
concerning the research questions and the conceptual framework. This chapter also describes the
study’s limitations and conclude with recommendations for future policy, research and practice.
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Chapter 2
Review of Literature
Background on School Discipline
Since the adoption of zero tolerance policies in the early 1990s, researchers continue to find
that minority students, specifically Black, Latinx and American Indian students, and students
with disabilities are overrepresented in exclusionary discipline (Christie et al., 2005; Losen &
Skiba, 2010; Shirley & Cornell, 2011; Skiba & Peterson, 1999; Skiba et al., 2002; Skiba et al.,
2014; Tobin et al., 1996). Across the United States, and specifically, 13 southern states there has
been racial disparities identified (Porowski et al., 2014; Eitle & Eitle, 2004; Kinsler, 2011; Losen
& Martinez, 2013; U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 2019; Skiba et al., 2014). Black, Latinx,
American Indian and students with disabilities have been overrepresented in exclusionary
discipline compared to their White peers, with Black students with and without disabilities being
consistently disproportionately represented for decades (Krezmien et al., 2006; Wallace et al.,
2008). Although the safety of students in schools is a ubiquitously held belief, exclusionary
discipline has persisted at the expense of children because there has been limited consensus by
policymakers, parents and education stakeholders on how to address the overuse of exclusionary
discipline practices that have led to the discipline disparities in the nations’ schools (Morgan et
al., 2014). This chapter offers insight into the historical-contextual factors and root causes of
exclusionary discipline, as well as the alternatives that have been identified in research literature
to address this crisis.
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Historical Overview of School Discipline
Historically, schools have responded to student misbehavior using various strategies,
including corporal punishment (Raichle,1977; Shaw & Braden, 1990), use of metal detectors,
law enforcement, and exclusionary practices (Finn & Servoss, 2015; Skiba & Peterson, 2000;
Sugai & Horner, 1999). Exclusionary discipline practices involve the removal of students from
school for violations of the student code of conduct and may include in-school suspensions, outof-school suspensions, expulsions or a transfer to an alternative placement (Carroll, 2008;
Hirschfield, 2008; Wald & Losen, 2003). Out-of-School Suspensions (OSS) have been used
since the 1960s to address student behavior (Adams, 2000), and have become a more prevalent
practice that is disproportionately used towards Black students in the U.S. where a Black student
is suspended every seven seconds of the school day (Adams, 2008).
In the mid-1970s, research emerged regarding the overuse of exclusionary discipline. A
report on the use of school suspensions titled “Children out of school in America” was published
by the Children’s Defense Fund (CDF) in 1974. This report described how schools overused
exclusionary practices as a response to minor and discretionary student behavior thus creating
negative learning environments for students. The CDF (1974) identified nearly two million
children had missed part of the academic year due to suspensions. The following year, the report
was expanded to discuss the root causes and the legal protections afforded to students facing
exclusionary discipline, including the requirements of local educational agencies (LEAs) to
provide due process for students facing school exclusion (Children’s Defense Fund, 1975).
Through the CDF’s published report, racial discrimination in the use of suspensions for the first
time was cited in literature and has since demonstrated a recurring trend of the inequality that
Black students and students with disabilities experience when it comes to discipline. Since 1972,
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it has been well-documented that Black students with and without disabilities are
disproportionately represented in suspensions at all grade levels (Children’s Defense Fund, 1975;
OCR, 2016; OCR, 2019; Krezmien et al., 2006; Losen & Gillespie, 2012; Skiba et al., 2014; U.S.
Commission on Civil Rights, 2019). Fast forward more than 45 years later, in 2019, exclusionary
discipline continues to be a foci area of education policy.
Trends in Exclusionary Discipline
Discipline practices that exclude children from school in the U.S. increased drastically from
the early 1970s to the early 2000s and has experienced a steady growth since then (Payne &
Welch, 2018). Various trends have emerged over the last several decades. Student characteristics
such as race and disability status have been found to be strongly correlated to unjust disciplinary
practices (Haight et al., 2016; Losen & Gillespie, 2012; Vincent et al., 2012). This trend is
evident in national data collected by the Office of Civil Rights (OCR) which indicates that Black
students with disabilities are twice as likely to be suspended and to be suspended repeatedly
compared to their White peers with disabilities (OCR, 2016). Another trend that has emerged
from the literature regarding school discipline is the increased likelihood of suspensions of
students with specific disability categories, namely students with Emotional Behavioral Disorder
(EBD), Other Health Impairment (OHI) and Intellectual Disability (ID; Achilles et al., 2007;
Krezmien et al., 2006).
It has been established that zero tolerance policies do not decrease misconduct but in fact
lead to more deleterious outcomes like higher rates of misbehavior, future suspensions, lower
academic achievement, dropout and a path to the juvenile justice system (American Academy of
Pediatrics, 2013; American Psychological Association, 2006; Raffaele-Mendez et al., 2002;
Skiba & Rausch, 2006). Children are being excluded from school due to discriminatory practices
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and policies, and for minor behaviors that do not pose a safety concern, like noncompliance or
disrespect (Skiba et al., 1997).
Suspensions. Despite the deluge of research on the negative effects of exclusionary
discipline, suspensions are consistently used to address student misconduct. Suspensions have
negatively impacted students with disabilities and Black and Latinx students, with majority
(95%) of OSS often for nonviolent and minor disruptions such as tardiness or disrespect
(Boccanfuso & Kuhfiel, 2011). Students with disabilities served by the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) are twice as likely to be suspended repeatedly at all grade
levels, compared to students without disabilities (OCR, 2016; Losen et al., 2015).
Expulsions. National data consistently show that Black students are twice as likely to be
expelled from school than their White peers (OCR, 2016; OCR, 2019) and are more likely to be
expelled without receiving services outlined in their Individualized Education Program (IEP)
compared to their White peers with disabilities (OCR, 2019). This practice is particularly
concerning given that students with disabilities are entitled to a free appropriate public education
(FAPE) and should continue to receive an appropriate education at their current school or an
alternative educational setting when an expulsion is recommended.
Stigma of Exclusion. When schools use practices that intentionally or unintentionally
remove Black and Latinx students from school, it creates a perception of racial stigma among
these students (Bal, 2015; Benner & Graham, 2013). Black students enrolled in schools with
high discipline disparities between Black and White students attribute the Black-White discipline
gap to unfair application of discipline policies and practices (Benner & Graham, 2013). The
sources of discrimination whether by school personnel, peers or societal institutions lead to
negative outcomes for these students, including psychological maladjustment, poor academic
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performance and a heightened racial awareness (Benner & Graham, 2013). Okonofua et al.
(2016) explained that students become racially stigmatized and disengaged due to the “vicious
cycle” in which teachers rely on harsh consequences for students’ behavior and students become
increasingly aware of stereotype threat. Stereotype threat is the risk of confirming a negative
stereotype about one’s racial or ethnic group which can negatively impact behavior and/or
performance (Steele & Aronson, 1995). Black students often feel immense pressure to not be
seen through the lens of a negative racial stereotype and to avoid being stigmatized (Steele &
Aronson, 1998). The stigma of exclusion is double-fold for Black students with disabilities who
fear being stigmatized because of their race and their disability, especially since they are
overrepresented in disability categories that are often associated with misconduct or lacking in
intellectual functioning, like EBD and ID (Achilles et al., 2007; Zhang et al., 2014).
Exclusionary Discipline and Education Status. Students with and without disabilities, in
particular Black students are disproportionately represented in exclusionary discipline (OCR,
2016; OCR, 2019; Pappas, 2018). For students with disabilities, IDEA states that schools cannot
propose a long-term suspension or expulsion if the misconduct is a “manifestation” of the child’s
disability (§ 1415(k)(4)(B), (C)). The Individualized Education Program (IEP) team must
determine whether the child’s behavior was caused by or had a direct or substantial association
to their disability or whether the behavior was the direct result of the LEAs failure to implement
the IEP. In addition, schools are required to revise a student’s IEP and develop or review their
Behavior Intervention Plan (BIP) when an exclusionary discipline outcome is proposed. Even
with these additional layers of protections, national data continue to show an overuse of
suspensions of students with disabilities served by IDEA (OCR, 2016; OCR, 2019).
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Special Education. Black students with disabilities and those with certain disability
categories are more likely to experience exclusionary discipline from school (Losen, 2012;
Sullivan et al., 2014). Using an exploratory data analysis, Vincent et al. (2012) confirmed that
student variables of race and disability status negatively impacted discipline outcomes. Based on
a sample of 64,088 unique students enrolled in PreK through grade 12 in a Pacific Northwestern
state, the researchers found that Black students with disabilities were overrepresented in OSS, inschool suspensions and truancy. They were also substantially overrepresented in removal to
alternative education. The researchers also found that Black students with and without
disabilities experienced the highest total days of lost instructional time due to disciplinary
exclusion.
Moreover, Achilles et al. (2007) investigated factors associated with higher likelihood of
suspension and found that students in two disability groups (ID and Other Health Impairment,
also known as OHI, co-occurring with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder) were more
likely to be suspended from school. In addition to disability type as a contributing factor to
exclusionary discipline, the researchers also found that other student variables like race and
gender also played an important role. A similar study by Krezmien et al. (2006) examined
Maryland’s statewide suspension data and found that student variables like race and disability
status affected their risk of being suspended. Using logistic regression analyses to examine
enrollment, suspensions, and special education services from 1995-2003, the authors found that
Black students with an ID were at risk of being suspended three times more than White, Latinx,
Asian and American Indian students with ID. This finding is particularly concerning given that
ID is characterized by significant limitations in intellectual functioning, thus limiting a student’s
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ability to understand and follow disciplinary rules and learn from consequences. These findings
and others show the association of student disability status on exclusionary discipline outcomes.
Non-Special Education. Black and Latinx students without disabilities also experience
exclusionary discipline at higher rates than other non-disabled peers (OCR, 2016; OCR, 2019).
Although disability status is not related to their overrepresentation, studies have cited other
variables such as race and poverty associated with the higher likelihood of exclusion for nondisabled Black and Latinx students. Theriot et al. (2010) evaluated differences in school level
characteristics of minority students and low-income students on exclusion and disciplinary
outcomes. Findings show several factors that increase the likelihood of suspensions. First, the
type and severity of the offense predicted a higher likelihood of exclusion. The odds of being
suspended were more than 14 times higher when the student committed a violent offense (p <
.001) and more than 9 times greater when they committed a zero-tolerance offense compared to
their peers who did not commit a similar offense (p < .001). The number of previous OSS also
predicted future exclusion, meaning students who had more than one OSS were more likely to
receive a suspension on their next offense (p < .001). Student-level variable of free and reducedprice lunch (FRPL) has also been found to be a significant variable associated with exclusion
(Raffaele-Mendez et al., 2002; Theriot et al., 2010). Low-income students who are eligible for
FRPL are 33% more likely to be excluded from school based on their last behavior infraction
(Theriot et al., 2010). Based on these findings, we can infer that students of low SES status,
regardless of disability, are more likely to be excluded from school. This assertion aligns with
the viewpoints of students. Students of high and low-income status at the secondary level
perceive disciplinary practices to target mostly low SES students (Brantlinger, 1991). In addition
to SES status, racial and gender bias have also been indicated as contributing factors to the
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disproportionate representation of minority students in exclusionary discipline (Panko-Stilmock,
1996; Raffaele-Mendez, 2003).
Effects of Exclusionary Discipline
Suspensions can lead to negative student outcomes, including lower academic
achievement, higher rates of dropout, decreased academic engagement and future disciplinary
exclusion (Achilles et al., 2007; Arcia, 2006; Christie et al., 2005; Lee et al., 2011; RaffaeleMendez, 2003; Skiba & Peterson, 1999). Researchers have also indicated that students who are
disproportionately disciplined experience antisocial and psychosocial problems (Reyes et al.,
2013; Sprague & Walker, 2000). These effects have long-lasting implications and lead to a
poorer quality of life into adulthood (Wolf & Kupchik, 2016).
Decreased Academic Achievement. As noted above, one of the effects of the overuse of
exclusionary discipline is decreased academic achievement. Gregory et al. (2010) suggested that
the achievement gap between Black, Latinx and White students is partly due to the observed gap
in how discipline policies and practices are implemented. This argument is strongly rooted in
evidence which chronicles the loss of quality instruction experienced by Black and Latinx
students who experience suspensions. During the 2014-15 academic year, 840,000 days of
instruction were lost in the state of California due to suspensions, with the largest gap between
Black and White students. (Losen & Whitaker, 2017). Black students experienced alarmingly
high number of days of lost instruction with 43 per 100 enrolled, compared to11 days lost per
100 White students. In other words, on average, Black students lost 32 more days of instruction
than their White peers, often for minor behaviors categorized as “disruption or defiance” (Losen
& Whitaker, 2017). In the school divisions with the largest Latinx-White gap, Latinx students
lost 45 more days of instruction than White students, with 71% of all suspensions due to
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“disruption or defiance.” When it comes to students with disabilities, the White-Black gap is
even more concerning. Nationally, Black students with disabilities have lost 77 more days of
instruction on average than White students with disabilities (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights,
2019). When students are suspended they’re missing out valuable instructional time and thus
falling behind academically and becoming disengaged, which can lead to dropout.
Dropout. Students who experience out-of-school suspensions are more likely to drop out
of high school (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2013). Research shows that Black and Latinx
students leave school at higher rates than their White peers without earning a high school
diploma (Heckman & LaFontaine, 2010). Causes of dropout stem from negative school
experiences which lead to internalizing and externalizing behaviors including chronic
absenteeism and disengagement (Hendron & Kearney, 2016). The high school dropout rate has
consequences for the future workforce and the healthcare system. Since the early 1970s, the
wages of high school dropouts have been on the decline, while the wages of skilled works have
increased drastically (Autor et al., 2005). On average, a high-school dropout earns $400,000
($485,000 for males) less during the course of their lifetime than an individual who is a high
school graduate (Shore, R. & Shore, B., 2009). Due to their lower earnings, high school dropouts
contribute less in taxes ($60,000 on average) than high school graduates, leading to a loss in
federal and state income tax revenue (National Institutes of Health, 2003). In addition to the
economic consequences of dropout, there are also health disparities between individuals who
dropout and those who graduate high school. High school dropouts experience more health
challenges and have a lower life expectancy (6 to 9 years) (Wong et al., 2002). Although high
school dropouts can obtain their General Educational Development (GED) credentials indicating
their successful completion of high school, studies show that GED recipients have worse
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economic and social outcomes of similar dropouts who do not complete the certification exam
(Heckman & Rubinstein, 2001; Heckman & LaFontaine, 2009).
Increased negative perception and behaviors. Another effect of the overuse of
suspensions is that it increases students’ negative perceptions of their school climate and leads to
more negative behaviors (American Psychological Association, 2006; Bottiani et al., 2014; Jia et
al., 2016; Mattison & Aber, 2017). Bottiani et al. (2014) found that Black students in schools
with higher Black-White suspension gaps reported higher levels of adjustment problems in
schools. The researchers also found that Black students’ perceptions of school equity were
significantly associated with their school’s Black-White suspension gap. Due to the wide racial
discipline gap, these students presented lower perceptions of their school climate and viewed
their school environment as being unfair and non-inclusive for non-White students and students
of other disadvantaged groups. Mattison and Aber (2017) also found that students who had
positive perceptions of their school’s racial climate experienced fewer discipline problems and
had higher academic achievement.
School-to-Prison Pipeline. A critically important effect of the overuse of exclusionary
discipline, particularly the use of school resource officers (SROs) in removing students from
their education setting is the promoting of the school-to-prison pipeline (Ryan et al., 2018). In
2011, the Justice Policy Institute reported that schools with SROs had five times more arrests for
disorderly conduct than schools without SROs (Justice Policy Institute, 2011). When schools
lean on SROs to address student misconduct, it leads to more youth being referred to the juvenile
system and the hyper-criminalization of Black youth who are disproportionately represented in
referrals to law-enforcement and school-related arrests. In 2015-16, Black students accounted for
15% of all students enrolled in K-12 public schools but consisted of 31% of students who were
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referred to law enforcement or arrested. This represents a 16-percentage point disparity and an
increase from the 2013-14 academic year when there was an 11-percentage point disparity
between Black students enrolled and Black students who were arrested or referred to the juvenile
justice system. Students with disabilities also have disproportionate interactions with law
enforcement further exacerbating the school-to-prison pipeline. In 2015-16, approximately
82,500 of the 290,600 enrolled students with disabilities served by IDEA were referred to law
enforcement or subjected to school-based arrests (OCR, 2019). This represents 28% of all
students with disabilities, although these students only accounted for 12% of the student
population (OCR, 2019). The overuse of SROs create a long-term mistrust between youth and
police and increases the disproportionate prevalence of Black youth and youth with disabilities in
the juvenile system (Kincaid & Sullivan, 2019). Kincaid and Sullivan (2019) found that the risk
of court involvement was highest for Black or Native American youth or youth who received
FRPL. Youth with certain disability classifications like EBD, OHI and Specific Learning
Disability (SLD) also had significantly higher risk of court involvement. The next section
discusses racial disparities in discipline and its root causes.
Racial Disparities in Discipline
In 2015-16, minority students made up less than half of the overall student enrollment
across the county but accounted for nearly 65% of all students who received one or more OSS
(OCR, 2019). Specifically, Black and Latinx students were the two racial/ethnic groups that were
disproportionately represented. Black students comprised of 16% of all students enrolled but
represented 39% of students who received one or more OSS. Latinx students accounted for 26%
of the student enrollment and 21% of students who were suspended for one or more times. The
rate of suspension increases drastically as a child matriculates through their K-12 experience. In
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elementary school, students with disabilities have a 4.1 percent risk of being suspended and by
middle school this risk increases to 19.3 percent. When compared to their non-disabled peers, the
percentage gap of students with disabilities experiencing suspensions compared to their peers
increased from a 2-percentage point gap in elementary school to a 10-percentage point gap by
middle school (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 2019). In summary, the racial disparities in
discipline occur for students with disabilities and students without disabilities. The next two
sections elaborate on the racial discipline gap for students with disabilities and gender disparities
within the racial gap for both subgroups of students.
Racial Gap for Students with Disabilities. Black students with disabilities are at a
double-disadvantage when it comes to discipline. During the 2011-12 academic year, nearly 400
school districts were found to have a Black-White racial gap of at least 20 percentage points
(Losen et al., 2015). This gap, which is above the national average, means that for every 100
students with disabilities, 20 more black students with disabilities are suspended at least once
compared to their White peers. Recent research examining disciplinary exclusion of Black
students with and without disabilities nationally reveal that during the 2015-16 academic year,
23% of Black students with IEPs received OSS compared to 8.5% of White students. Black
students with IEPs received more OSS than students of other ethnic groups with IEPs, including
Latinx (9.3%), Asian (5.7%) and Native America students (20.8%) (Gage et al., 2019). Although
Black students are often regarded as a monolithic culture within the educational context, Haight
et al. (2016) describe the unique experiences of Black students with disabilities who are
immigrants. The authors assert that teachers and immigrant parents have distinct cultural
differences when it comes to understanding and addressing misbehavior, thus underscoring the
need for effective and culturally-relevant alternatives to suspensions.
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Gender Disparities. According to the Office of Civil Rights (OCR), 36% of Black
middle school boys with disabilities were suspended during the 2009-10 academic year, the
highest rate of suspension for any subgroup (OCR, 2012). The Black-White racial gap for boys
with disabilities was 19-percentage points. Black boys with disabilities are being suspended
disproportionately more than boys of other racial/ethnic groups with disabilities. Recently,
during the 2015-16 academic year, Black boys with and without disabilities were the most
disproportionate student group represented in exclusionary discipline. They accounted for 8% of
all students enrolled in K-12 public schools but made up 25% of those who received one or more
OSS. When it comes to expulsions, in 2013-14, Black boys comprised of 19% of students who
were expelled without receiving educational services, the highest rate compared to all gender and
racial/ethnic group. During the following academic year, in 2015-16, the rate of expulsions for
Black boys had increased from 19% to 23% although they still accounted for a mere fraction of
the overall student population at 8% (OCR, 2019). These data points indicate a drastic increase
in the use of exclusionary discipline practices towards Black boys, raising questions about the
interventions and practices, or lack thereof, that are being implemented to address race and
gender disparities as it relates to school climate and discipline. The racial and gender disparities
in discipline have worsened as disproportionality has become more prevalent. The next sections
discuss the evolution of disproportionality, its root causes and federal efforts to address it.
Disproportionality. Disproportionality in education exists in various forms, affects
different races and ethnicities and occurs at varying levels. Defined as the presence of students
from a specific group being represented in an educational program or action at higher or lower
rates based on their representation in the general population (Salend et al., 2002), this concept as
it relates to minority students emerged in 1968 when it was indicated that culturally diverse
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children were disproportionately identified in special education as having an intellectual
disability, formerly known as “mental retardation” (Dunn, 1968). Since 2003, the Office of
Special Education Programs (OSEP) within the U.S. Department of Education (USDOE) has
consistently reported to Congress on the overrepresentation of Black children in special
education (OSEP Annual Reports, 2003-2018). Despite first-hand account of data reported by
SEAs and LEAs and the evolution of policies addressing this long-standing crisis, there has been
a rebuttal to the disproportionate representation of minority students in special education.
Morgan et al. (2015) reported that these students are underrepresented in special education after
controlling for socio-economic, academic and other variables. However, other researchers have
argued that Morgan, et. al.’s findings were obtained based on sampling error and statistical bias
(Skiba et al., 2016; Collins et al., 2016).
Disproportionality in Special Education and Discipline. IDEA (2004) acknowledges
disproportionality of Black and Latinx students in special education and discipline. The law
requires States to implement “policies and procedures designed to prevent the inappropriate
overidentification or disproportionate representation by race and ethnicity of children as children
with disabilities, including children with disabilities with a particular impairment” (§ 300.173). It
also requires that States receiving assistance under Part B of the Act, provide data to determine if
significant disproportionality exists based on race and ethnicity within the State and LEAs. The
data collection which must be presented in disaggregated form includes, “(1) identification of
children as children with disabilities, including identification of children as children with
disabilities in accordance with a particular impairment described in section 602(3) of the Act; (2)
placement in particular educational settings of these children; and (3) incidence, duration, and
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type of disciplinary actions, including suspensions and expulsions.” [34 CFR 300.646(a)] [20.
U.S.C. 1418(d)(1)]
IDEA Part B Significant Disproportionality Rule. Since the reauthorization of IDEA
in 2004, which included provisions to address disproportionality, there has been little
improvement in the disproportionate identification and discipline of Black and Latinx students,
leading the federal government to develop a clearer and stricter rule for identifying and
addressing disproportionality. This rule, called the “significant proportionality rule” derived
from a study conducted by the U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) in 2013 in which
it was revealed that only a handful of States (2%) had identified disproportionality for LEAs. As
a result, the USDOE under the Obama administration established a standard approach using a
risk ratio to ensure consistency in how States were identifying disproportionality. The new rule
requires States to set reasonable risk ratio thresholds, reasonable minimum n-sizes (no greater
than 30), reasonable minimum cell sizes (no greater than 10) and procedures for measuring
reasonable progress when significant disproportionality is identified within an LEA. The rule
also requires districts that identify significant disproportionality to spend 15% of their IDEA Part
B funds to provide coordinated early intervening services in the form of academic and behavioral
supports. Prior to 2004, IDEA Part B funds could only be used to provide services to students
with disabilities. However, with the inclusion of the “significant disproportionality” provision,
States can use part of their Part B funds to provide additional supports for students who have not
yet been identified for special education services, including interventions that promote positive
school climate and alternatives to exclusionary discipline practices. The provision also requires
LEAs to provide information on policies, procedures and practices used in the identification and
placement of students and report publicly on revisions to these items.
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Causes of Discipline Disproportionality. Research that focus on school characteristics
and its influences on discipline outcomes has emerged at a higher rate within the last decade to
explain the root causes of discipline disproportionality (Bryan et al., 2011; Bal et al., 2018., Gage
et al., 2016; Gregory et al., 2011). These studies have found that school variables like school
climate, and teacher expectations and attitudes all effect disproportionate discipline of students.
Implicit Bias. Several researchers have argued that discipline disparities continue to
persist because of implicit bias (Epstein et al., 2017; Dee & Gershenson, 2017; Goff et al., 2014;
Graham & Lowery, 2004; Okonofua et al., 2016). Implicit bias, regardless of a teacher’s race,
takes shape when teachers behaviors are informed by their perceptions and expectations derived
from stereotypes and identity cues (Staats, 2014). However, Welsh & Little (2018) posit that the
research on teachers’ implicit bias is limited to draw clear insight into the actual causes of
disproportionality. However, in a nonexperimental cross-sectional design study to examine the
influences of disciplinary decisions using survey data from the Implicit Associations Test, Gullo
(2017) found that 22 Pennsylvania schools had implicit bias influence administrative disciplinary
decisions. Administrators who reported higher levels of implicit bias on the survey were more
likely to impose harsher disciplinary consequences for subjective behaviors of minority students
compared to administrators with lower levels of reported implicit bias.
Skiba et al. (2011) studied racial and ethnic disparities in office discipline referrals
(ODRs) and administrative decisions of a nationally representative sample. The researchers
found that Black students at the elementary and middle-school levels were overrepresented in
ODRs, relative to their proportion of the population. They also found that administrators impose
out-of-school suspensions and expulsion for Black students for all types of misconduct,
regardless of severity, compared to students of other races and ethnicities, suggesting that
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implicit bias may play a role in administrative decision-making. Bryan et al., (2012) also found
that race was a predictor of ODRs. These findings imply biases of teachers and administrators in
handling discipline matters involving students, and thus support a current argument in education
policy to diversify the educator workforce and attract equity-minded practitioners and leaders
who make decisions not just through their own cultural lens but also through the cultural lenses
of their students. Nationally, 11% of school administrators are Black and 8% are Latinx, with
majority of administrators (82%) identifying as White [(National Center for Education Statistics,
(NCES), National Teacher and Principal Survey, 2015-16)]. This lack of diversity of
administrators, which is parallel to that of teachers, provides plausible explanation for the
disproportionate representation of Black and Latinx students in exclusionary discipline
outcomes. The next section discusses how racial discipline disparities impact students’
perceptions of equity and belongingness, which are key measures of school climate.
Equitable treatment. Bottiani, et al. (2017) studied how the use of out-of-school
suspensions impacted Black students’ perceptions of equity, school belongingness and
adjustment problems. Findings show that in schools with wider discipline disparities, Black
students had a more negative perceived equity of their school than their White counterparts in the
same school. Black students perceive their school to be less inclusive and fair for minority
students, students with disabilities and those of low SES status. Black students also reported
significantly lower level of belongingness, indicating that when Black students are suspended
more from school, they’re more likely to feel unwelcomed.
Based on an investigation of a nationally representative sample of 254 secondary schools,
Gottfredson et al. (2005) reported that when schools had clear rules and treated students with
fairness, there was less delinquent behavior and student victimization. Fefer and Gordon (2018)
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also examined student perceptions on climate and reported that higher discipline infractions is
associated with increased negative perceptions of school climate, suggesting that schools must
consider alternatives to suspensions to improve students’ perceptions of their learning
environment. An alternative that has been used by some states is a suspension ban.
Suspension Ban. Hashim et al. (2018) investigated suspensions at the Los Angeles
Unified School District (LAUSD) before and after a suspension ban and implementation of
restorative justice practices and trainings to schools. Results show that teachers and
administrators were suspending traditionally marginalized students for willful defiance at higher
rates than other students before the suspension ban. There was a large suspension gap between
Black students and students with disabilities, compared to White and Asian students prior to the
district’s suspension ban. Gaps narrowed as a result of the suspension ban which had a positive
effect on the climate and culture of the school. The district saw a 53% drop in suspension rates
over the course of two years following the suspension ban and saw an increase of 12% in its
graduation rates between 2012-13 and 2013-14. This finding confirms again that the overuse of
suspensions is ineffective and has negative consequences on the quality of a school and
outcomes of students. Another alternative to reducing suspensions that has been documented in
the literature is application of authoritative school climates.
Authoritative school climate. An authoritative school climate, characterized by high
structure and support, has also been associated with fewer discipline problems, suspension rates,
as well as a smaller discipline gap between Black and White students (Cornell & Huang, 2016;
Gregory et al., 2010; Gregory et al., 2011). These studies have found that the fair enforcement of
discipline rules and the support of adults has a positive effect on helping students to meet
expectations. An authoritative school climate has also been found to increase student
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engagement and academic grades (Cornell et al., 2016; Jia et al., 2016). The authoritative school
climate theory derived from authoritative parenting style (Baumrind, 1968; 1991), which
involves high demand and high responsiveness. Baumrind (1991) posits that there are four
typologies of parenting styles: authoritative, authoritarian, permissive and indifferent. Parents’
who are authoritative are described as being “firm” and “straightforward in confrontation and
enforcement of rules.” They also demonstrate “supportive control” which Baumrind (1991)
describes as “principled use of rational explanations to influence adolescents.” (p.64)
Conversely, authoritarian parents are “demanding and directive but not responsive”, while
permissive parents are “more responsive than demanding”, and rejecting-neglecting parents are
disengaged and “neither demanding nor responsive.” (p. 62)
Since the development of Baumrind’s (1991) parenting typologies, the authoritative
parenting framework and related elements have been applied to the school environment to
examine how students’ interactions with teachers and other school personnel predict academic
and behavioral outcomes of students. O’Connor, et al. (2019) found that students are less likely
to engage in aggressive and problem behaviors when they perceive teachers to be supportive and
school rules to be consistent and clear. Pellerin (2005) found that students at authoritative
schools had the lowest disengagement than those at authoritarian, permissive and indifferent
schools. While these schools were high in demandingness, they were also high in responsiveness
to students’ needs. In their study, Gregory, et. al. (2011) also established that high academic
press/expectations and high supportiveness were correlated to the reduced suspension gap
between Black and White students. Supportiveness was described as the extent to which students
felt their teachers were caring and concerned about them. When teachers have high expectations
of students and demonstrate consistent support, all students, particularly minority students, have
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more positive outcomes (Egalite et al., 2015; Weinstein et al., 2004). The authors also found that
schools with high Black enrollment had greater suspension gaps raising concerns about the
climate and practices of schools with high Black student enrollment, experience level of teacher
and administrators, and whether teachers and administration in these schools demonstrated high
expectations and supportiveness. These findings also raise questions about the unique
characteristics of school settings with high suspensions. The next two sections describe two
characteristics identified in the literature: urban and segregated.
Disproportionality and Urban Schools. Schools in urban communities tend to be
mostly comprised by Black and Latinx students and be plagued with high poverty [(National
Center for Education Statistics (NCES), 2019)]. Urban school districts represented the highest
percentage of high-poverty students at 40%, compared to suburban (18%) and rural (15%)
districts (NCES, 2019)]. NCES reports that during the 2016-17 academic year, the percentage of
students who attended high-poverty schools (as measured by FRPL eligibility) were highest for
minority students. Specifically, Latinx students (45%), Black students (44%), American
Indian/Alaska Native students (38%) Pacific Islander students (24%), students of two or more
races (17%) and Asian students (14) attended high-poverty schools more than White students
(8%). Urban districts also have greater disproportionality compared to other districts (Bal et al.,
2013; Skiba et al., 2002, Gregory et al., 2011). With majority of urban schools being larger in
size, studies have also found an association between negative school climate and school size with
larger middle and high schools having increased rates of student misconduct which indicates that
solutions to improve school climate may seek to reduce school and classroom size (Fowler &
Walberg, 1991; Winbinger et al., 2000).
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Re-segregation of Black and Latinx Students. Blanchett et al. (2005) explained that
despite the historic Brown v. Board of Education (1954) decision that established that “separate
cannot be equal”, disparities continue to exist in where Black children attend school and the
resources that they have access to. Evidence suggests that children can prosper in challenging
environments when they have access to social capital (Dominguez & Watkins, 2003), yet
majority of Black and Latinx students are in schools with limited exposure to relationships or
economic benefits to promote social mobility. Fiel (2013) describes the modern-day segregation
of schools and calls for policies to address this growing epidemic. A minority student today
attends a school with fewer White students than a minority student in the 1970s (Fiel, 2013).
Across the nation, Black and Latinx students attend public schools that are majority minority and
where nearly 75% of students are from low-income families (Boschma & Brownstein, 2016).
According to the UCLA Civil Rights Project, high poverty schools are comprised mostly of
Black and Latinx youth (Orfield & Frankenberg, 2014), and in major cities like Chicago and
New York City, the poverty density is even greater with 95% of Black and Latinx students who
attend high-poverty schools. Researchers have also found that charter schools are drivers of resegregation as evident in urban cities that have become majority charters (Ayscue et al., 2018).
Without court oversight of school desegregation since the Civil Rights movement, school
districts have reverted to school assignment and zoning policies that cater to White and affluent
families, thus limiting families who are low-income and non-White from accessing quality
schools (Godwin et al., 2006; Kozol et al., 2010). The use of negative disciplinary practices and
policies, like zero tolerance are common within these school settings. The next section discusses
the application and effects of zero tolerance policies within schools.
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Zero Tolerance Policies
Despite compelling evidence regarding racial disparities in exclusionary discipline
practices and the negative impact of excluding children from their educational setting, zero
tolerance policies are more prevalent in discipline codes and play an important role in creating
discipline disparities (Anderson & Ritter, 2017). These policies impose pre-determined
consequences for misbehavior regardless of circumstances that led to the misconduct (Goldstein,
et al., 2019). The Zero Tolerance Task Force of the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP)
asserts that schools with higher rates of exclusionary discipline usually have lower academic
quality and have less of a focus on improving school climate (AAP, 2013). Schools are relying
on suspensions to address student misconduct which creates a higher likelihood of more students
being suspended (Atkins et al., 2002). Research states that when principals overuse suspensions,
they’re increasing the risk of future criminal activity within their building (Wald & Losen, 2003;
Advancement Project, 2005; Advancement Project & Youth United for Change, 2011). Zero
tolerance policies show little evidence of reducing school violence or improving student behavior
therefore practices to improve school climate must consider alternatives to zero tolerance
policies (DeVoe et al., 2004; Ryan & Goodram, 2013; Skiba, 2014; Tobin et al., 1996).
Criminalization of School Discipline. Zero tolerance policies emerged from the “broken
windows theory” of crime (Kelling & Coles, 1997), which links minor criminal behavior to
broken windows in a building. Within the educational context, the use of broken windows theory
suggests that if minor behaviors are accepted and not addressed according to the school policy,
it will make it more susceptible for students to engage in more serious offenses thus creating
disorder in the school environment (Teske, 2011). As a result of this belief, zero tolerance
policies have rapidly increased suspensions and school-based arrests (Teske, 2011). However,
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some studies have found that other school variables, like a certified teacher and fewer teacher-tostudent ratio can reduce violent behavior and improve school climate (Limbos & Casteel, 2008)
as opposed to zero tolerance policies. With the presence of SROs in schools, it has become easier
for schools to facilitate the process of criminalizing students for violating school discipline
policies.
School Resource Officers
Law enforcement presence in schools originated during the 1950s in Flint, Michigan
based on the assumption that their presence would decrease gun-related incidences and school
violence (Johnson, 1999; James & McCallion, 2013). In the 1990s, federal and state legislation
regarding discipline in schools began to promote the consistent use of SROs (Krezmien et al.,
2010). The National Association of School Resource Officers (NASRO) which was founded in
1991, explains that the goal of the organization and SRO programs is to “provide safe learning
environments, provide valuable resources to school staff members, foster a positive relationship
with students and develop strategies to resolve problems that affect youth with the goal of
protecting all children, so they can reach their fullest potential.” Yet behaviors of some SROs
have involved assault on children and have raised public concern about children being socialized
to criminal behavior.
Socialization to Criminality. Recent interactions between Black and Latinx students and
SROs have displayed students being treated in the same manner as someone who has committed
a crime. In Kentucky, two elementary students with disabilities, a Latino boy and a Black girl,
were both handcuffed by an SRO for non-compliance (American Civil Liberties Union, 2015),
and in South Carolina a high school girl was physically removed from her desk, slammed to the
floor and handcuffed for refusing to give up her cell phone (Ford et al., 2015). These incidents
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and many alike raises questions about behavior management practices in schools and the roles
and responsibilities of SROs. There’s also little known about students’ perceptions of SROS.
One study conducted by Theriot et al. (2016) examined the relationship between SRO interaction
and middle and high school students’ general attitudes and school connectedness, characterized
by belonginess within school, trust amongst peers and teachers, and belief that school rules are
applied fairly. The study results, based on a 60-question Likert scale survey, found the
relationship between students and SROs to be complex. On one hand, students who had any
interaction with an SRO, including attending a class led by an SRO, reported more positive
attitudes. On the other hand, students who had any interaction with an SRO reported lower levels
of school connectedness. The results also found that male students and students who
experienced more intensive school violence reported lower school connectedness.
The use of SROs has taken precedence over school counselors and social workers who
are skilled to provide the social and emotional support that children need to thrive in academic
settings (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 2019). The OCR reported that in 2015-16, 1.6
million students attended schools with a sworn law enforcement officer (SLEO) instead of a
school counselor and that schools reported having more than 27,000 SROs compared to 23,000
social workers. Of the schools with SLEOs, they were predominantly comprised of Black, Latinx
and Asian students (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 2019). In April 2016, the USDOE and
DOJ released a resource titled Safe, School-based Enforcement through Collaboration,
Understanding, and Respect (SECURe) Rubrics to guide States and districts on policy
development and practices to improve SROs partnerships. Two years prior, in 2014, the USDOE
and DOJ issued guidance explaining school districts’ liability for any actions taken by SROs on
addressing student behavior and discipline. Despite the efforts of these federal agencies to ensure
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that SROs are trained and informed and that there are clear roles and responsibilities, incidents
and legal cases continue to occur. Since the aforementioned assault of the student in South
Carolina by an SRO in 2015, the NASRO released a position statement on police involvement in
student discipline, citing the need for clearly defined roles of SROs and school personnel as it
relates to addressing student behavior, the need for SROs to be trained in the education of
children with special needs, and avoiding restraint and seclusion to the greatest extent possible
during interactions with students. Students interactions with SROs can have many negative
effects. The next section discusses the effects of SROs on student outcomes.
Effects of SROs on Student Outcomes. The involvement of SROs in addressing student
misconduct have typically resulted in many students, particularly Black and Latinx youth,
entering the juvenile system (OCR, 2016; OCR, 2019). When students enter the criminal justice
system, it creates systemic barriers and a ripple effect of disadvantages for these youth including
dropping out of school, alcohol and drug abuse, delinquency, unemployment, and ineligibility to
serve in the military and receive other benefits like housing and other assistance (Lasnover,
2015; Pinard, 2005; Skiba & Rausch, 2006). These outcomes underscore the critical role that
federal policy can play in promoting an equitable approach to addressing discipline disparities
and improving school climate.
Role of Federal Policy to Achieve Equity in School Discipline
Federal policy plays an important role in advancing educational equity and ensuring that
states have the necessary guidance to reduce discrimination and ensure protections to its students
(Cardichon & Darling-Hammond, 2019). Although States have autonomy to develop rules
governing student conduct, including defining grounds for disciplinary exclusion and limitations
and conditions, they must comply with federal laws that ensure protections to students
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(Cardichon & Darling-Hammond, 2019). For example, the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA) has specific provisions regarding the discipline of students with
disabilities and those who are suspected of having a disability under IDEA (2004) (20 U.S.C.
§1415(l); 34 CFR §300.229 and 300.530-300.536). LEAs must also comply with other
applicable laws including but not limited to federal civil rights and privacy laws, Title IV of the
Civil Rights Act of 1964 which prohibits discrimination on the basis of race, color, sex, religion
and national origin; Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 which prohibits discrimination on
the basis of race, color or national origin; Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 which
prohibits sex discrimination; Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973; Title II of the
American with Disabilities Act of 1990 prohibiting discrimination on the basis of disability; and
the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA), which protects the privacy of student
educational records. Figure 2 below describes landmark federal legislation that have sought to
ensure equal access and achieve equity in educational matters, including school discipline.

1965 Elementary
and
Secondary
Education
Act (ESEA)

1954 Brown v.
Board of
Education

1964 - Civil
Rights Act

1990 Individuals
with
Disabilities
Education
Act (IDEA)

1975 Education
for all
Handicappe
d Children
Act

2004 - IDEA
Reauthorization

2001 - No
Child Left
Behind

2015 Every
Student
Succeeds
Act (ESSA)

Figure 2. Timeline of federal legislation to achieve educational equity.
Evolution of Federal Legislation to Address Exclusionary Discipline. Despite federal
laws that prohibit discrimination of all forms, research consistently reveals that Black and Latinx
students, are suspended at higher rates than their White peers and receive more severe
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consequences for similar behavior infractions as their counterparts (OCR, 2016; OCR, 2019;
U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 2019). Previous presidential administrations have sought to
address the disproportionate representation of minority students in exclusionary discipline by
issuing guidance to support States to improve policies and practices to address the disparities.
The next three sections will discuss recent efforts of the Obama administration and the enactment
of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) to promote safe
and inclusive school environments.
Federal Guidance on Disproportionality. The efforts of the Obama administration
marked the most celebrated effort by the federal government in recent history to reduce
suspensions and other exclusionary practices to improve school climate. In January 2014, the
USDOE under the Obama administration engaged in a joint effort with the Department of Justice
(DOJ) to address discipline disparities and the inequitable treatment of minority students citing
States obligation to comply with Titles IV and VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA). The guidance was accompanied by school
climate and discipline resources, as well as a Dear Colleague Letter (DCL) which encouraged
schools to review discipline policies and practices to ensure equitable treatment of its students.
The DCL also identified guiding principles to help drive States efforts to improve school climate
and discipline. The three guiding principles identified to aid policymakers and educational
leaders were to: (1) create positive climates and focus on prevention; (2) develop clear,
appropriate, consistent expectations and consequences to address disruptive student behaviors;
and (3) ensure fairness, equity and continuous improvement. Regarding the first guiding
principle, the DOE identified several action steps to help states build safe and supportive school
environments and reduce the need for disciplinary interventions. These action steps described the
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need to engage in deliberate efforts to create positive school climates, prioritize the use of
evidence-based prevention strategies, such as tiered supports; promoting social and emotional
learning; providing regular training and supports to all school personnel; collaborating with local
agencies and other stakeholders, and ensuring that SROs roles focus on improving school safety
and reducing inappropriate referrals to law enforcement (USDOE Dear Colleague Letter, 2014).
After its joint release of school climate guidance and discipline resources, the USDOE in
December 2016 issued regulations to promote equity in IDEA, also known as the Equity in IDEA
regulations. Specifically, the regulations which amends Part B of IDEA (1) establishes a standard
methodology for states to use to determine whether significant disproportionality based on race
and ethnicity is occurring in their state and LEAs; (2) clarifies that states must address significant
disproportionality in incidence, duration, and type of disciplinary actions, including suspensions
and expulsions, using the same statutory remedies required to address significant
disproportionality in the identification and placement of students with disabilities; (3) clarifies
requirements for the review and revision of policies, practices, and procedures when significant
disproportionality is found; and (4) requires that LEAs identify and address the factors
contributing to significant disproportionality as part of CEIS to be provided to children with and
without disabilities, age 3 through grade 12.
OCR further clarified the new regulations by issuing a policy document that same year to
explain the legal obligations of states, districts, traditional public and charter schools to prevent
discrimination of students based on race, color, or national origin in the administration of special
education or related aids and services under Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. The Trump
administration attempted to curtail efforts of the Equity in IDEA regulations by announcing in
2018 its plan to delay states’ compliance of the “significant disproportionality” regulations by
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two years (USDOE, 2018). The administration argued that the issue needed to be studied further
despite 40 years of research documenting the continuous disproportionate representation of
minority students in special education and discipline. A federal judge of the U.S. District Court
for the District of Columbia has since ruled that the action of the Trump administration to delay
implementation of the Equity in IDEA regulations is “illegal”, requiring that the 2016 final
regulations go into effect immediately (COPAA v. DOE, 2019). In its judgement, the U.S.
District Court asserted that the USDOE “failed to provide a reasoned explanation for delaying
the 2016 regulations” and “failed to consider the costs of delay, rendering the delay regulation
arbitrary and capricious” (COPAA v. DOE, 2019). These series of legislative actions represent
the important role that federal policy can play in establishing legal obligations, preventing
discrimination and promoting accountability of States when it comes to educating all children
equitably.
No Child Left Behind (NCLB). Under the Elementary and Secondary Education Act
(ESEA), as amended by NCLB, students had a choice to transfer out of schools identified as
“persistently dangerous schools” (PDS) under the Unsafe School Choice Option. Schools
receiving ESEA funds were expected to implement this policy which required that students who
had been a victim of a violent criminal offense on school grounds or attended a persistently
dangerous public school be allowed to transfer to a safe school within their district without any
repercussions. In 2007, the Office of the Inspector General (OIG) within the USDOE
investigated why there were few states with schools identified as PDS and why few parents were
using the Unsafe School Choice Option (U.S. Department of Education, 2007). Through their
investigation, the OIG found that the criteria for determining PDS were not set at reasonable
levels in four of the five cases they reviewed, spearheading additional research to determine how
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the policy was being implemented nationwide. The OIG found that more than half of the states
failed to follow the non-regulatory guidance for setting the criteria used to determine PDS.
Between 2002 – 2007, there were only 8 states that identified PDS and only a total of 46 PDS
were identified across the U.S. New Jersey, New York and Pennsylvania were the only three
states that consistently identified PDS. In Philadelphia Public Schools where 86% of students are
students of color and majority qualify as economically disadvantaged, 54% of its schools were
identified as PDS during the 2003-2004 school year (U.S. Department of Education, 2007). The
school climate issues in Philadelphia grew worse in subsequent years since the PDS designation.
In 2008-09, 23.6% of school safety incidents in Philadelphia school resulted in school-based
arrests, compared to 12.5% of incidents in the rest of the state Within a four-year period from
2005 – 2009, there was a 20% increase in disciplinary incidents that resulted in police
notification in Philadelphia schools (Advancement Project & Youth United for Change, 2011).
The subgroups that were disproportionately affected by OSS and removal from school by police
were Black and Latinx students and students with disabilities (American Civil Liberties Union of
Pennsylvania, 2015; Hodge, 2015). As a result of the growing reliance of the school system on
police to address student misconduct, the school district eliminated its zero-tolerance policy in
2012 and revised its Student Code of Conduct to reflect a case-by-case disciplinary decisionmaking to reduce the use of harsh disciplinary consequences for minor behaviors (Lacoe &
Steinberg, 2018). In their final results, the OIG discovered several trends in how states were
implementing the Unsafe School Choice Option policy. Specifically, they found that states (1)
did not include common violent offenses in determining PDS, (2) measured disciplinary
outcomes rather than the occurrence of violent incidents, and (3) required that schools meet the
PDS threshold for two to three consecutive years before a school was identified as a PDS (U.S.
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Department of Education, 2007). The poor implementation of the Unsafe School Choice Option
policy of NCLB reinforces the importance of clarifying ESSA’s school climate and safety
provisions to ensure that states are measuring school climate data earnestly to reveal and address
disparities.
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). ESSA, Public Law (P.L.) 115-224, which was
signed by President Obama on December 10, 2015, is the federal law that governs public
education in the U.S. This bipartisan law amends the Elementary and Secondary Education Act
(ESEA) of 1965 and builds on NCLB. ESSA focuses on preparing students to be college and
career-ready, expands innovations through evidence-based interventions, increases access for
high-quality early childhood programs, promotes equity for students who have been historically
disadvantaged and maintains high accountability for low-performing schools and students (U.S.
Representatives Office of the Legislative Counsel, 2020). States were afforded a planning phase
during the 2016-17 academic year before the new law was to take effect. During the 2017-18
academic term, States began implementation of ESSA following their submission and approval
of their State Plan by the DOE.
Under ESSA, States must develop and implement a statewide accountability system
based on the challenging State academic standards for reading or language arts and mathematics,
to improve student academic achievement and school success (Sec. 1111(4)(1)). The
accountability system requires establishment of long-term goals for all students and each subgroup which includes students with disabilities, economically disadvantaged students, English
language learners and students from major racial and ethnic groups (Sec. 111(c)(1)(2). States are
required to establish long-term goals for all students and subgroups of students within their
jurisdiction for at a minimum to improve academic achievement (measured by proficiency and
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annual assessments as required under subsection (b)(2)(B)(v)(I)); and high school graduation
rates. The law ensures that Title I schools and LEAs are held accountable for performance based
on their identification as a priority or focus school. Some provisions of the law also seek to
promote safer and supportive school climate to reduce exclusionary discipline.
Overview of ESSA School Climate Provisions. Under ESSA, States must use a
minimum of 4 indicators for their accountability systems that provide a comprehensive view of
student success. They have the flexibility to choose measures for Academic Progress and School
Quality or Student Success (SQSS) for accountability and school improvement purposes and can
prescribe specific weights to identify schools in need of support due to low performance. The
selected measures must be research-based with potential to improve student learning. Data on
indicators for accountability and school improvement can inform practices to achieve equity and
provide a quality education to all students. As such, the law requires States to include at least one
measure for SQSS within their State Plan to describe how they will create a school environment
that’s conducive to learning and reduces discipline practices that remove children from school
(Sec. 111(C)(v)(viii)(I)). Measures of SQSS may include (1) student engagement, (2) educator
engagement, (3) student access to and completion of advanced coursework, (4) post-secondary
readiness, and (5) school climate and safety.
ESSA requires SEAs and each LEA to collect data and report on measures of school
quality, climate and safety, including rates of in-school suspensions, out-of-school suspensions,
expulsions, school-related arrests, referrals to law enforcement, chronic absenteeism, and
incidences of violence, including bullying and harassment in accordance to requirements of Sec.
203(c)(1) of the Department of Education Organization Act (20 U.S.C. 3413(c)(1)). Although
22 states have selected School Climate and Safety (SCS) as an indicator to measure SQSS in
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their accountability system or to inform improvement efforts, there isn’t a standard tool or
procedure that States must use to measure SCS (Kostyo et al., 2018). The DOE has developed
ED School Climate Surveys (EDSCLS) on a web-based platform that allows SEAs and LEAS to
adapt and use school climate instruments to collect data on engagement, safety and the
environment of a school, and generate and analyze data reports to inform their practices.
However, it’s not an expectation that SEAs and LEAs use these resources. Although the
EDSCLS was pilot-tested by the DOE, they’ve acknowledged challenges with administering
them to students, staff and parents (National Center for Education Statistics, 2015). Concerns
about the language difficulty of the survey makes it inappropriate for use for students who have
been historically underserved and enrolled in schools where majority of students are performing
below grade level in reading and math. Words such as “adequate” appeared to be difficult for
most students to comprehend. The survey length also raises concerns about students’ emotional
capacity to sit through a lengthy survey in which they might have to relive negative experiences
from their school environment. During the pilot, 85% of students on average completed 32.4 of
the 132 survey items in 10 minutes. As a result, the DOE reduced the list of items to 74 while
also addressing the language difficulty of the survey. The validity of the EDSCLS is also
questionable given the small sample of parents who participated in the pilot, and the large
number of parents and staff who opted not to participate in the online survey due to skepticism of
how the data may be used if it’s connected back to them. Teachers may fear being reprimanded
while parents may fear retaliation against their child for being open about their concerns about
the school’s climate and safety. Fear of retaliation is a real concern for many families,
particularly families of disadvantaged backgrounds or whose child is constantly involved in
disciplinary actions that may expose them to greater risks.
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Advocates in the field have suggested that the SCS measure be evaluated by analyzing
exclusionary discipline data of the school, school climate student surveys and the effectiveness
of evidence-based interventions (Dignity in Schools Campaign, 2016; 2017). Based on school
climate data, a SEA may identify a school for comprehensive support or improvement, which
may be facilitated through an improvement plan.
Another requirement of ESSA that’s related to school climate is the requirement for
States receiving Title 1 Part D funds to create procedures for reenrollment of students who have
become involved in the juvenile justice system. This provision is critical for Black and Latinx
students who have been disproportionately represented in school-based arrests and have fallen
victim to the juvenile justice system.
As noted earlier, ESSA also requires public dissemination of data through annual reports
for parents, education stakeholders and the general public to engage in a meaningful dialogue
about the state of public education within their jurisdiction. Annual reports must describe the
outcomes of indicators identified in their State Plan. Additionally, the rates of exclusionary
discipline, including in-school suspension, OSS, expulsions, school-related arrests, referrals to
law enforcement and incidences of school violence (including bullying and harassment) must be
included. In addition to the reporting requirement, a total of 9 states are including a measure of
suspension in their statewide accountability and improvement systems either for school
identification or improvement purposes in these identified schools. An additional 21 SEAs
describe in their state plans how they are using suspension rate information within their broader
system to inform continuous school improvement across all schools (Kostyo et al., 2018).

49

School Climate Interventions and Evidence-Based Practices
Approaches aimed at improving school climate and reducing exclusionary discipline
range from eliminating zero-tolerance policies to providing training for school personnel on
implicit bias, and promoting family and community engagement (Cardichon & DarlingHammond, 2019). Research suggests that multi-tiered behavior frameworks, such as PBIS,
Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) and Trauma Informed Care practices can help to improve
overall school climate and lead to a reduction in suspensions of students (Bradshaw et al., 2009;
Gray et al., 2017; Gunter et al., 2012; Hamedani & Darling-Hammond, 2015; McIntosh et al.,
2018; Reyes et al., 2013). School-wide positive behavior intervention and supports (SWPBIS),
targeted student-interventions and preventative approaches help to ameliorate behaviors before
they occur and have been associated with increases in academic engagement, achievement, and
reductions in suspensions and school dropouts (Bradshaw et al., 2010; Hambacher, 2018; Payne
& Welch, 2015). Table 2 below describe practices and interventions discussed in this chapter
and suggested in the literature to improve school climate and reduce exclusionary discipline.
These practices are categorized as research-based or evidence-based, based on available
literature.
Table 2
Practices and interventions associated with School Climate
Practice/Intervention

Category

Description

Social and Emotional
Learning (Hamedani &
Darling-Hammond, 2015)

Evidence-based

Process to develop skills and
competencies to improve
emotional well-being and
social behavior in children

School-wide Positive
Behavior Interventions and
Supports (SWPBIS)

Evidence-based

Approach of specific guiding
principles to improve school
safety and promote positive
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(Bradshaw, Mitchell & Leaf,
2010)

behavior through the use of
Tier 1 (universal), Tier 2
(targeted) and Tier 3
(intensive) supports

Restorative Justice (Payne &
Welch, 2015)

Evidence-based

Theory and approach that
focuses on peer mediation
and agreement, as opposed to
exclusionary discipline

Culturally Responsive
Classroom Management
(Weinstein, TomlinsonClarke & Curran, 2004)

Research-based

Approach that addresses
behaviors of students in a
culturally-responsive way,
guided by five concepts to
increase knowledge,
awareness and commitment

Trauma Informed Practices
(Chafouleas, Johnson,
Overstreet & Santos, 2016)

Evidence-based

Approach to supporting
students who have been
exposed to trauma

Prevention Activities. Parker et al. (2019) examined whether identity-safety
interventions could reduce stereotyping of Black boys and promote a sense of belonging,
inclusion and growth of these students from middle through high school, and lead to a reduction
in disciplinary actions. One of the interventions administered was a social-belonging intervention
which included social stories that addressed topics related to academics in middle-school (i.e.,
test-taking). In response to the social stories, students were asked to write reasons why a 6th
grade student might be worried about taking tests, why their worries could decline over time and
why students could succeed on a test despite feeling worried. Students also received an
intervention that addressed belongingness, specifically fears of transitioning to middle school
(e.g., getting along with new teachers, school size, etc.). The researchers analyzed how these
interventions influenced decline in discipline citations from grade 6 through 12, and changes in
students’ perceptions of school climate - specifically self-reported sense of belongingness and
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stereotype threat. Results showed that when Black boys were exposed to the understanding of
social challenges and worries about their belongingness in grade 6, this prevented an increase in
subjective discipline citations in 6th and 7th grade, and they had less subjective and objective
discipline citations across grades in middle school. These students continued to experience fewer
discipline citations in 8th grade and throughout high school because they had higher sense of
belonging and were less worried about being treated differently due to negative stereotypes. The
authors concluded that addressing racial discipline disparities must be multifaceted and include
preventative student interventions, school climate interventions, teacher-focused interventions
and policies that prohibit or reduce suspensions and expulsions for subjective behaviors that are
more commonly associated with racial inequalities.
Other prevention activities have included implementation of counseling services for
students and use of alternatives to exclusionary discipline. In 2015, 22 states and the District of
Columbia revised its discipline policies to improve student-teacher interactions by reducing the
use of exclusionary practices and encouraging teachers to implement non-punitive alternatives.
Moreover, the school divisions have increased the use of services like counseling and drop-out
prevention support (Steinberg & Lacoe, 2017).
Social and Emotional Learning. The Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional
Learning (CASEL) defines social and emotional learning (SEL) as the process through which
children and adults understand and manage their emotions, set and achieve positive goals, and
feel and show empathy for others. SEL helps children to establish and maintain positive
relationships, and also make responsible decisions (CASEL, 2019). SEL consists of five core
competencies. They include (1) self-awareness, which consists of knowing one’s strengths,
limitations and having a sense of confidence, optimism and a growth mindset; (2) self-
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management which is demonstrated by effectively being able to manage stress, control impulses
and motivate yourself to set and achieve goals; (3) social awareness, the act of understanding the
perspectives of others and showing empathy to individuals of diverse backgrounds and cultures;
(4) relationship skills demonstrated through clear communication, active listening skills,
resistance to inappropriate social pressure, cooperating with others and negotiating through
conflict in a constructive manner; and lastly (5) responsible decision-making, defined as making
constructive choices about personal, behavior and social interactions based on ethical standards,
safety and social norms (CASEL, 2019). SEL is implemented in various ways, including explicit
classroom instruction for students, integration into the school’s curriculum, teacher instructional
practices, and organizational, culture and climate strategies. Gunter et al. (2012) concluded that
implementing SEL as early as preschool can help to prevent adverse behaviors and emotion
regulation challenges. Using a quasi-experimental non-equivalent control group design, the
researchers evaluated the effects of a SEL curriculum in a Pre-K setting and assessed the social
and emotional competence of 52 preschool students before and after the intervention. Following
the SEL intervention, teachers’ rated students’ emotional regulation and found a decline in
internalizing behaviors and improvements in student-teacher relationships for children who were
in the treatment group. A similar study by Zinsser and colleagues (2019) explored the
associations between supports and resources that promote SEL in preschool children and teacher
stress and request for expulsions. Findings suggest that teachers who embed SEL practices in
their classrooms respond better to student emotions and have more positive relationships with
their students. These teachers are more effective at managing their stress level and request fewer
expulsions for their students.
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Hamedani and Darling-Hammond (2015) also studied the implementation of SEL, but at
three urban high schools across the country and found that SEL programs were effective when
strategies were developmentally informed, applied through whole-school and direct instruction,
and address the needs of students of color and low-income students. The researchers concluded
that SEL is critical to closing the opportunity gap and understanding systemic practices that
negatively impact CLD students. Reyes et al. (2013), argue that although the evidence on SEL is
inconclusive, this intervention can ameliorate negative student-teacher relationships and low
expectations that teachers have of students which has an impact on their behaviors.
Trauma Informed Practices. Trauma informed practices have been adopted from the
mental health field to identify solutions to ensure that classrooms and schools are equipped to
manage the post-traumatic effects of students’ experiences. The Substance Abuse and Mental
Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) within the U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services (HHS) describes Trauma Informed Approach, also known as Trauma Informed Care
(TIC) as a “model for organizational change in health, behavioral, health and other settings that
promotes resilience in staff and patients.” Key principles of TIC include collaboration, cultural
sensitivity, trustworthiness, transparency, organizational safety and empowerment amongst
participants (Substance Abuse & Mental Health Services Administration, 2014).
The American Psychological Association (APA) defines trauma as an “emotional
response to a terrible event” (APA, 2015). For children, these experiences may include abuse
(physical or sexual), neglect, exposure to community or domestic violence, school shootings or
other naturally occurring events (i.e., hurricane as in the case of children who experienced
Hurricane Katrina and other natural disasters). These traumatic experiences have been found to
impact student’s academics, behaviors, attendance, development and mental health (Veltman &
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Browne, 2001). The Adverse Childhood Experiences Study (ACEs) found that individuals of
childhood trauma are more likely to have negative life and health outcomes and risk-factors,
including attempted suicide, drug use and eating disorders. Of the nearly 9,500 adults that were
surveyed, over 50% reported having experienced at least on adverse childhood trauma (Felitti et
al., 1998). Several researchers have acknowledged the need for TIC practices to be implemented
in schools to reduce disparities in the emotional and health outcomes of students and to improve
their academic and behavioral functioning (Chafouleas et al., 2016; Ridgard et al., 2015).
Although the research on guiding frameworks of implement TIC practices in schools and its
effectiveness is limited, several uncontrolled studies have found that TIC practices in schools
have led to reductions in suspensions and office discipline referrals (Stevens, 2012; 2013a,
2013b).
Restorative Justice. Restorative Justice (RJ) theory emerged over the last 35 years and
has been widely used in the criminal justice system to restore victim-offender relationships. Over
the last decade, RJ has been suggested in research as an alternative to “zero tolerance” practices
that exclude children from school for behavior infractions. RJ implements community building
techniques to create positive school climates and prevent future behavior problems. Some urban
school districts like New York City, Denver Public Schools and Los Angeles have implemented
RJ programs which have yielded positive results. In Denver Public Schools, the district-wide
implementation of the RJ program in the early 2000s led to a drastic decrease in their suspension
rate (cut by half) over the course of seven years and closed the Black-white discipline gap
(Gonzalez, 2015 as cited in Losen et al., 2015). Payne and Welch (2015) studied the impact of
school-level racial composition on RJ techniques and found that schools with proportionally
more Black students are less likely to use RJ techniques when responding to student behavior
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which raises concerns about how these schools are creating a sense of community and supportive
school climate for Black students.
PBIS and SWPBIS. The National Technical Assistance Center on Positive Behavioral
Interventions and Supports (PBIS) describe School-Wide Positive Behavioral Interventions and
Supports (SWPBIS) as “a system change process for an entire school or district which teaches
behavioral expectations in the same way as any core subject.” They further explained that
positive behavior is intended to “enhance the capacity of schools, families and communities to
design effective environments that improve the relationship between research-based practices
and the environments in which teaching and learning occurs.” There are three tiers of SWPBIS to
promote desired functional behaviors. Tier 1 focuses on preventative supports and promote
prosocial behaviors of students. Tier 2 provides additional support to targeted groups of at-risk
students at-, and Tier 3 provides individualized supports to at-risk students, identified as needing
a more in-depth functional behavior analysis.
Bradshaw et al. (2010) examined the impact of the SWPBIS on improving school climate
and reducing discipline disparities. Using a longitudinal, randomized controlled trial, they
examined SWPBIS training and implementation fidelity on suspensions and ODRs. The
researchers found that students receiving suspensions significantly declined over time for
SWPBIS schools but not for comparison schools. The number of major and minor ODRs per
student also decreased significantly during the course of the SWPBIS trial when implemented
with fidelity.
Bal (2015) presents a framework for culturally responsive PBIS that promote the
expansion of culturally-neutral tenets of PBIS to be more culturally responsive to achieve its
“full potential.” Bal et al. (2018) investigated a PBIS model and its influence on discipline
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disparities. The authors examined the expansion of a high school’s discipline system through
“Learning Lab”, a participatory social justice and culturally-responsive PBIS model to address
racial disproportionality in discipline. The researchers’ employed a qualitative approach by
conducting observations, interviews, and artifacts and video analyses with administrators,
teachers, school staff and parents to determine the effectiveness of the “Learning Lab”
intervention in reducing discipline disparities. The results show that democratic participation and
cultural remediation through the “Learning Lab” led to collective consciousness amongst
students, teachers, parents and members of the community regarding institutional practices,
social climate and discipline disparities. As a result of engaging in this participatory social
justice PBIS model, the school’s PBIS team was able to develop systemic solutions to address
racialization of discipline practices within their school.
Culturally Responsive Solutions. Several culturally-responsive practices have been
identified to be promising to address discipline disparities and promote safe and inclusive
schools. First, Culturally Responsive Classroom Management (CRCM), a pedagogical approach
that addresses behaviors of students in a culturally-responsive way guides the management
decisions that teachers make, intending to provide all students equitable opportunities for
learning (Weinstein et al., 2003). Unlike traditional classroom management approaches, CRCM
recognizes the culture of students when setting expectations and interpreting behaviors.
Weinstein et al. (2003) developed a five-part concept of CRCM based on culturally responsive
pedagogy, multicultural counseling and caring. These concepts include 1) recognition of one’s
own cultural lens and biases, 2) knowledge of students’ cultural backgrounds, 3) awareness of
the broader social, economic and political context, 4) ability and willingness to use culturally
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appropriate management strategies, and 5) commitment to building caring classroom
communities.
Skiba et al. (2011) expanded on the principles of CRCM and suggested that by managing
students’ behavior based on culturally appropriate classroom strategies, teachers are
acknowledging that students from racial and ethnic minority groups have differing
communication styles, behavior norms and parental engagement. Bondy et al. (2007) claimed
that CRCM is grounded in teachers’ judgement about appropriate behavior and that their
judgement is informed by cultural assumptions. Although CRCM is an emerging approach, it
addresses decades of research that have indicated critical aspects of effective teaching and
learning which involves classroom management and the need for teachers to engage students of
different learning styles, and establish expectations and interpret behaviors through more than
one cultural lens.
Culturally Responsive Teaching (CRT; Gay, 2000 & 2002), also known as culturally
relevant pedagogy, has been touted by scholars as a promising guide for educators to create
positive learning environments and achieve positive outcomes for students of color (Brown,
2004; Siwatu, 2007; Villegas & Lucas, 2002). CRT seeks to address the cultural differences
between students’ home and school life by preparing teachers who can reflect and draw upon the
cultural and linguistic strengths of their students (Gay, 2006). CRT also promotes preparing
teachers to develop classroom climates that are conducive to learning for diverse students by
engaging in cultural scaffolding and demonstrating culturally responsive caring through actionoriented ways that reflect high expectations of diverse students.
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Conceptual Framework
For this study, a modified conceptual framework derived from Systems View of School
Climate (Rudasill et al., 2017) and Critical Race Theory (Ladson-Billings, 1998) was used. The
modified framework, called the Critical Systems View of School Climate (CSVSC) illustrated in
Figure 1, describes the current context, practices and policies of the school microsystem that
negatively impact the school climate experiences of Black and Latinx students, and students with
disabilities. They include zero tolerance policies, implicit bias and the overuse of SROs in
managing behaviors. One can argue that these contextual factors, practices and policies emerged
from discriminatory laws, attitudes and ideologies. For example, current practices to re-segregate
schools through vouchers or charters can be traced back to pre-Brown v. Board of Education
when students of color were segregated in separate facilities that were arguably under-resourced
(Eitle & Eitle, 2004; Ayscue et al., 2018). Implicit bias and disproportionality are also rooted in
discriminatory attitudes that view Black and Latinx students from a deficit perspective. Zero
tolerance policies and the use of SROs to address behavior conduct of Black and Latinx youth
resemble discriminatory policies like “Stop and Frisk” minority and poor communities, which
derived from Broken Windows Theory (Kelling & Coles, 1997). In order to improve school
climate experiences of Black and Latinx students and reduce exclusionary discipline, policies,
interventions and practices must seek to address these contextual factors depicted in Figure 1.
The proposed conceptual framework was also used to guide the content analysis and critical
policy analysis approaches. As it relates to the content analysis, State documents about ESSA
school climate provisions, including ESSA State Plans, report cards and related documents were
analyzed to identify how States are measuring school climate and safety, and what practices
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and/or interventions are being used to promote positive school climate and reduce discipline
disparities.
The conceptual framework was also applied in the critical policy analysis (CPA)
approach to interrogate discipline laws and regulations that are intended to address student
misconduct and improve school climate. With discipline regulations often including exclusionary
practices and the use of SROs which have been found to be ineffective and have led to an
increase in discipline problems (Ryan, Katsiyannis, et. al., 2018; Justice Policy Institute, 2011),
it’s important to deconstruct how these policies are mitigating or exacerbating discipline
disparities and negative school climate. A CPA approach introduced by Bacchi (2009) was used
in this study. Bacchi (2009) argues that policies contain implicit representations to the problem
they intend to address. Therefore, she proposes an approach to analyzing policy called “What’s
the problem represented to be?”, also known as WPR. She explains that every policy seeks to
address a specific problem and that policy represents the problem it seeks to solve in a specific
way. She argues, however, that the way the problem is represented in policy can be advantageous
to certain groups and non-advantageous to others, therefore the WPR approach critically
examines how policy is represented, the resulting effects and considers alternative
representations. Using Bacchi’s (2009) WPR’s approach which is situated in a critical paradigm,
the following questions were used to offer a critique of States discipline regulations as it relates
to promoting a positive learning environment:
1. What’s the problem represented to be?
2. What presuppositions and assumptions underlie this representation of the problem?
3. How has the representation of the problem come about?
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4. What is left unproblematic in this problem representation? Where are the silences? Can
the problem be thought about differently?
5. What effects are produced by this representation of the problem?
6. How/where is this representation of the problem produced, disseminated and defended?
How could it be questioned or disrupted and replaced?
The WPR approach questions aided in the interpretation of the study findings to provide
understanding of how power operates through policy. By using Bacchi’s (2009) critical policy
analysis approach, the study findings in Chapter IV offers insight into whose voices were
included in developing discipline regulations and who has benefited from the practices that have
been implemented.
Overall Contribution to the Literature
This chapter summarized important points that demonstrate this study’s contribution to
the literature. First, the works cited have demonstrated that students and teachers feel less safe
when schools use exclusionary discipline practices, particularly suspensions, more frequently
(Bottiani et al., 2017; Fefer & Gordon; 2018, Mattison & Aber, 2017). These practices and zero
tolerance policies lead to academic disengagement, adjustment and psychosocial problems and
school drop-out (Achilles et al., 2007; Arcia, 2006; Christie et al., 2005; Lee et al., 2011;
Raffaele-Mendez, 2003; Reyes et al., 2013; Sprague & Walker, 2000). The overuse of
suspensions and exclusionary practices also increases students’ negative perceptions of their
school climate (Bottiani et al., 2017; Fefer & Gordon, 2018; Gottfredson, 2005).
Secondly, this chapter described federal efforts to address the overuse of exclusionary
discipline through resource development, guidance and regulations that require States to identify
and address discipline disparities, while promoting the use of evidence-based interventions to
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improve school climate. Although these issues have been met with well-intentioned policy
efforts at the national level, previous policies have failed in its implementation, as evident by the
U.S. Government Accountability Office (2013) report which revealed that only 2% of States had
identified LEAs with disproportionality in special education identification and discipline based
on IDEA’s Part B Significant Disproportionality Rule. Another policy failure to address school
climate issues discussed in this chapter was related to the Elementary and Secondary Education
Act (ESEA), as amended by NCLB, in which students had a choice to transfer out of schools
identified as “persistently dangerous schools” (PDS) under the Unsafe School Choice Option. An
investigation initiated by the Office of the Inspector General (OIG) in 2007 revealed that only 8
states identified schools as PDS. The OIG found that States had unreasonable levels for
determining PDS and more than half of all states did not follow the non-regulatory guidance for
setting their criteria to determine PDS. Over the course of 5 years, from 2002-2007, only 46 PDS
were identified across the country.
Previous policy failures to improve school climate makes this study important to
understand how States are carrying out current school climate provisions under the new federal
law that governs public education, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), to identify
recommendations for future policies and practices. For the first time during the 2019-20
academic year, states will release their annual report cards under the new ESSA requirements
highlighting how those who’ve selected School Climate and Safety (SCS) as a measure of the
School Quality and Student Success (SQSS) indicator are measuring school climate and
promoting safe and inclusive schools. This study will be one of the first conducted to examine
how states are carrying out new school climate provisions of ESSA, thus filling a research gap to
inform future policy recommendations, technical assistance and evaluation of ESSA
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implementation. The study will also increase awareness of policymakers regarding
commonalities and differences in how school climate is being measured, and will provide
narratives of how states are addressing school climate issues. Finally, the study will contribute to
the literature by informing the direction of future policy and research to promote positive
learning environments, and reduce discipline disparities.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
Purpose of Study
The purpose of this study was to understand how states are implementing ESSA’s school
climate provisions. Specifically, the inquiry investigated the commonalities and differences in
how states are measuring and addressing the School Climate and Safety (SCS) measure of the
School Quality and Student Success (SQSS) indicator and whether their practices and
interventions are evidence-based to address the needs of students who are disproportionately
impacted by exclusionary discipline (Black and Latinx students and students with disabilities). I
also applied a critical policy analysis approach to identify how the problem of school climate is
represented in states discipline regulations, what solutions are proposed and who those solutions
benefit.
Research Questions and Hypotheses
The research questions that guided this inquiry were:
1. How are States measuring School Climate and Safety (SCS) and are there
commonalities or differences? (content analysis)
2. What interventions or practices have States identified and/or used to address school
climate issues and are these interventions or practices evidence-based? (content
analysis)
3. How do States discipline regulations represent the school climate problem and how
do their representations create advantages or disadvantages for Black and Latinx
students, and students with disabilities? (critical policy analysis)
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For the first question, I hypothesized that there would be differences in how states are measuring
SCS, specifically differences in the features or areas of school climate that they choose to assess
given each region’s unique student population needs and priorities. However, I predicted that a
survey tool would be used consistently across states. Regarding the interventions and practices
that are being implemented to improve SCS, I proposed that majority of states would report
using evidence-based interventions like school-wide positive behavioral interventions and
supports (SWPBIS) to improve school climate although their implementation may lack fidelity.
I also hypothesized that there would be a lack of interventions and practices that are targeted
towards teaching students’ how to manage emotions and make responsible decisions like social
and emotional learning (SEL), and lack of practices that are culturally relevant, like implicit bias
and culturally responsive classroom management training for teachers. For the final research
question, I hypothesized that the manner in which states discipline regulations represent and seek
to address school climate challenges will reveal disadvantages for Black and Latinx students, and
for students with disabilities.
Research Paradigm
A research paradigm describes the “constellation of beliefs, values, and techniques shared
by the members of a given community” (Kuhn, 1970, p. 175). The research paradigm for this
study is situated in critical theory, also referred to as transformative paradigm. Mertens (2015)
explains that research conducted within a critical paradigm situates knowledge socially and
historically, seeks to understand power relationships within social structures and is focused on
promoting social justice. Historically, Black and Latinx students, and students with disabilities
have been disproportionately excluded from school due to unjust discipline policies and
practices. These students have also been overrepresented in settings with climate and safety
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concerns. Therefore, critical theory was applicable to this study because it challenges
discriminatory policies and practices, and critiques privilege and power in society (Guba &
Lincoln, 1994).
Research Design
This study employed a case study design (Yin & Davis, 2007; Yin, 1993). Researchers
have argued that unlike experimental and quasi-experimental research, case studies bring out the
details from the perspective of participants using multiple data sources (Stake, 1995; Yin, 1993).
Creswell (2013, p. 97) explains that a case study method “explores a real-life, contemporary
bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through detailed indepth data collection involving multiple sources of information.” Case studies have been widely
used and recognized in business, law and policy research (Crowe et al., 2011).
Comparative Case Study. A comparative case method (also known as multiple-case
study design) was applied in this study. This method allowed the researcher to explore research
questions more broadly and analyze results within the context of the case and across multiple
cases to draw convergent and divergent evidence, making it a more rigorous approach than a
single-case study design (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). In this study,
documents from multiple States or cases, were analyzed. Although multiple case studies provide
compelling and reliable evidence, there are some disadvantages, including the amount of time
and resources that it requires (Yin, 2018, p. 54).
Sample
This study did not require approval of an institutional review board (IRB) since there
were no human-subjects involved (Virginia Commonwealth University, 2019). Subjects with
certain characteristics (i.e., states implementing school climate and safety measure in ESSA
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Plans) were needed for the case study, therefore I applied a purposeful sampling method to
gather data from information-rich cases (Patton, 1990). I implemented a two-step sampling
strategy and sought to identify three information-rich cases using two data points. First, the
enrollment data of Black and Latinx students in the eight states using school climate and safety
(SCS) as a measure of the School Quality and Student Success (SQSS) indicator in their ESSA
accountability system were reviewed. These eight states include Idaho, Iowa, North Dakota, New
Mexico, Illinois, South Carolina, Montana and Maryland. The most recently available student
demographics and enrollment data was for the 2016-17 academic year. This data was reviewed
to identify the 5 states with the highest percentage of Black and Latinx students enrolled in their
PK-12 public school system. All enrollment data were obtained from the Nation’s Report Card
website, a trusted and reliable source that generates data from the National Center for Education
Statistics, Common Core of Data (CCD) datasets. After identifying the 5 states with the highest
percentage of Black and Latinx K-12 students enrolled, the second step of the sampling strategy
was implemented and involved examination of out-of-school suspension (OSS) data of Black
and Latinx students and students with disabilities based on the culmination of most recent
publicly accessible state estimations (2013-14) reported by the Civil Rights Data Collection
(CRDC) at www.ocrdata.ed.gov. The OSS rates of Black and Latinx students with and without
disabilities were examined since the disproportionate rates of OSS has largely driven the school
climate policy discourse and Black and Latinx students and students with disabilities have been
most negatively impacted by OSS. Based on the second step of the sampling strategy, three of
the five states with the highest percentage of Black and Latinx students receiving one or more
OSS were selected for the study. The rationale for using more than one case for this study was to
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have direct replication across different contexts and greater support of findings (Yin, 2018, p.
59).
Demographic Variables
The following demographic variables were examined and discussed in the interpretation of the
results.
Geographic location: The geographic region of each case was identified and discussed
when interpreting and generalizing the findings.
Enrollment Demographics: Enrollment demographics including enrollment size and
race and ethnicity were collected and analyzed for the selection of the sample and interpretation
of the study findings.
Enrollment size: The percentage of Black and Latinx students in K-12 may impact the
type and effectiveness of practices and interventions used to improve school climate and reduce
discipline disparities of these students. Thus, the enrollment size of students was assessed and
discussed in Chapter 4 when interpreting the results. Student enrollment data was obtained
directly from the Nation’s Report Card website which is a federally operated site that publishes
data reported by States to federal education agencies.
Race and Ethnicity. Data for this variable was collected to identify the sample and
analyze in the interpretation of the findings. As described in the literature presented in Chapter 2,
Black and Latinx students are disproportionately represented in suspensions and are negatively
impacted by policies and practices that maintain negative school climates. Data on students’ race
and ethnicity were also retrieved from the Nation’s Report Card website.
Disability. Data on students served by IDEA who were enrolled and who experienced one
or more out-of-school suspension (OSS) were collected to identify the sample and analyze the

68

results of the study’s findings. Enrollment data for students served by IDEA was obtained from
the Nation’s Report Card website, and OSS data was obtained from the CRDC website.
Out-of-School Suspensions (OSS): OSS of students with disabilities and Black and
Latinx students was also collected and analyzed for each state based on the most recent state
estimations on the CRDC website. This data point was used to identify the sample and interpret
the findings of the study to analyze how states school climate interventions, practices and
discipline policies seek to reduce OSS for students who are disproportionately impacted, namely
Black and Latinx students and students with disabilities.
Dependent Variable
School climate. Through systematic content analysis and critical policy analysis, I
investigated how states are measuring school climate by analyzing ESSA State Plans and related
content like ESSA state correspondences, presentations and reports. I also identified school
climate interventions and practices implemented by states to improve school climate conditions.
These interventions and practices were identified through analysis of the aforementioned content
and compared to literature from education, psychological and health fields to determine if they
were evidence-based to promote positive school climates for children who have been
disproportionately impacted. The dependent variable was also assessed using a critical policy
analysis approach to determine how school climate is being represented and addressed by states
in their discipline regulations and what advantages and disadvantages this representation creates
for Black and Latinx students and students with disabilities.
Data Collection
Data collection sought to identify data sources produced within the last five years, since
2015, which was the year when ESSA was introduced and signed into law. These data sources
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were obtained from credible and publicly accessible outlets, including SEA websites, U.S.
Department of Education website, the Office of Civil Rights Data Collection (CRDC) website,
the Nation’s Report Card website, and the National Center on Safe Supportive Learning
Environments website. Overall, a total of 57 documents and/or content were coded and analyzed
for this study.
SEA website. SEA websites were used to access ESSA correspondences external
stakeholders, iterations of ESSA State Plans, and school climate initiatives and corresponding
practices and interventions.
U.S. Department of Education website: The federal agency website was used to obtain
submitted and approved versions of ESSA State Plans which outline States school climate plans
including how they will measure and improve the learning conditions of their students.
Correspondences between states and USDOE regarding their State Plans and related documents
were also obtained from USDOE website.
CRDC website: Suspension data for the 2013-14 academic year was accessed at the
CRDC website, ocrdata.ed.gov. This data, which is the most recent state estimations that’s
publicly available, was used to identify the cases for the study and in the interpretation of the
findings to illuminate school climate practices that are aimed to reduce out-of-school
suspensions.
The Nation’s Report Card website: This website which publishes the National
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) scores for individual states and provides state
profiles was used to obtain enrollment demographics for each state by race and ethnicity. The
data was obtained from the nationsreportcard.gov.
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National Center on Safe Supportive Learning Environments: This website was used to
access the compendium of school discipline laws and regulations that were used for the critical
policy analysis approach. All discipline policies for the states were retrieved on the site at
safesupprotivelearning.ed.gov.
Research Procedures
Confidentiality. All coded documents and memos relating to this study was protected by
Atlas.ti, and the Virginia Commonwealth University (VCU)’s secured databases, including its
Google suite services. The VCU network is password protected and limits access to documents
and folders by way of a sharing feature. Atlas.ti Cloud encrypts data exchanged between my
browser and the software using the latest transport layer security (TLS) authentication. This webbased analysis tool also uses secure servers and it complies with the general data protection
regulations (GDPR).
Data Analysis
Coding. Coding, a common analytic approach in qualitative research was used in this
study (Maxwell, 2013). Coding is the “process of analyzing qualitative text by taking them apart
to see what they yield before putting the data back together in a meaningful way” (Creswell,
2015, pp. 156). There are two methods for categorizing qualitative analysis, an inductive method,
also known as “open coding” which is drawn from grounded theory (Corbin & Strauss, 2007, pp.
195-204) involves line by line coding of content (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), and a deductive
method in which data is coded based on prior ideas of what is important. (Maxwell, 2013). ESSA
State Plans and related documents were analyzed using the inductive method. To complete this
process, I enlisted the support of a secondary coder with some knowledge and expertise on this
topic. The secondary coder and I individually completed the inductive coding steps outlined in
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the Data Collection and Coding Procedures (Appendix A). These steps were implemented for
the state of Maryland to develop categories based on codes and importance to the inquiry. Upon
completion of the inductive coding steps, I met with the secondary coder to discuss initial codes
from independent coding process and to determine agreement and disagreement. A 95%
agreement on all codes was the aim of the researcher. We also discussed how the codes could be
categorized in distinct categorical types: organizational, substantive and theoretical (Maxwell,
2013). Organizational categories are “broad areas or issues”…and “function primarily as bins
for sorting the data for further analysis” (Maxwell, 2013, pp. 107). Examples of organizational
categories are “policy”, “goals” or “alternatives” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2001, pp. 470). In
contrast, the substantive categories are more descriptive and are generated through the open
coding process. These categories are based on direct beliefs of participants or authors as
described in documents and/or transcripts (Maxwell, 2013). These categories can be used to
develop general theory and are often referred to as “emic” categories because the author or
participant’s meaning and understanding takes precedence (Fetterman, 2008). Lastly, theoretical
categories differ from the aforementioned categories because they reflect the researcher’s
concepts and derive from prior theory or inductively developed theory. These categories are also
known as “etic” categories because they are developed from the perspective of the researcher.
The categories were developed after the inductive coding process of the state of Maryland and
then used to recode content, and code initial contents for Illinois and New Mexico by following
the deductive coding steps described in Appendix A. The categories were intended to identify the
key dimensions of school climate, specifically what categories school climate domains and
related constructs fall within. All coding was completed using Atlas.ti, a qualitative analysis
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software, along with Google Excel App to document with clarity relationships between codes,
categories, related constructs and documents.
Content Analysis. The leading approach for study was systematic content analysis, also
known as document analysis. Content analysis is an iterative approach and includes several
components, including coding and recoding of data, summarizing and simplifying data into
manageable representation, drawing inferences based on theories and experiences of the
constructs, and explaining the findings of the study, its practical significance and
recommendations for future actions for policy, practice and research (Krippendorff, 2004, pp.
100). A relational analysis approach (Palmquist et al., 1997) was applied to explore the
similarities, differences and patterns between these documents to identify how States are
representing school climate, how they’re measuring the construct, and what practices and
interventions are being used to promote positive learning environments.
Primary data sources analyzed included ESSA State Plans and related documents such as
correspondences, reports and presentations intended for public consumption. State-specific
school climate measurement instruments and content related to school climate practices and
interventions were also collected and analyzed. ESSA State Plans and related correspondences
with the federal government were retrieved from SEA websites and the U.S. Department of
Education website at www2.ed.gov. ESSA Report Cards and content related to school climate
measurement instruments and practices and interventions were accessed on the SEA websites.
All documents were coded to identify (a) State requirements for LEAs to support the
development of positive school climates and approaches used to measure school climate, and (b)
practices or interventions implemented to improve school climate conditions, including
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evidence-based, research-based and culturally-relevant interventions. The data collection and
top-down and bottom-up coding steps are described in Appendix A.
Critical Policy Analysis. This analytic method was used to analyze the States discipline
regulations. The WPR approach (Bacchi, 2009), was used to pinpoint any misrepresentations of
school climate and disadvantages this representation creates for Black, Latinx students and
students with disabilities. This approach to discourse analysis sought to identify the assumptions
that policies are based on and explicitly name problems that are often implicitly implied in
policies. When problems are misrepresented, then solutions are also misrepresented and
therefore ineffective. Critical questions to guide this analysis considered how the problem of
school climate is represented in States discipline regulations, specifically how States discipline
policies are representing school climate, what responses are being used to promote safe and
positive school environments according to their discipline policy, what assumptions or
misconceptions do their representations and responses hold, and what advantages and
disadvantages are they creating for Black, Latinx and students with disabilities.
The secondary coder that was involved in the content analysis for research questions one
and two also served as the secondary coder in the critical policy analysis for research question
three. For the critical policy analysis, we individually coded the discipline regulations for each
State using the six questions that guide the WPR approach, a critical policy analysis approach by
Bacchi (2009). Each of the six questions in the WPR approach represented a research question
for the purposes of coding. The conceptual framework, the Critical Systems View of School
Climate (CSVSC) in Figure 1, was used in the critical policy analysis approach in that the
discipline regulations were examined through the lens of the predictors illustrated in the
framework. For example, analysis of each State’s discipline regulations sought to identify how
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states were representing school climate by examining their zero tolerance policies and
approaches to creating a safe and positive learning environment. Also, we also analyzed and
coded policies related to the use of school resource officers (SROs) and other supports identified
in their policies to determine the assumptions their representations hold and the advantages and
disadvantages they create for Black and Latinx students and students with disabilities.
Triangulation. To enhance the credibility of the study, I applied triangulation of data
sources and analyst triangulation (Patton, 1999, p. 1192). Multiple data sources were analyzed to
corroborate findings. These various sources of data from different points of time offered a more
accurate and comprehensive examination of the content and policies. For example, ESSA State
Report Cards published in 2019 and 2020 were analyzed in relation to ESSA State Plans
originally published in 2017 and subsequent iterations and correspondences. Similarly,
discipline regulations and corresponding guidance from different time periods were compared to
identify evolution of policies and initiatives. SEA documents related to its school climate efforts
and initiatives were also compared with reports produced by research and policy organizations
on States efforts related to this topic. Finally, the use of a secondary coder who had some
familiarity on this topic but lacked expertise increased the likelihood of honest coding and
analytical thinking to create the coding framework and engage in the analytic process (Luker,
2008).
Memos. Memos were generated at two stages of the analytic process (Groenewald,
2008). First, a memo was drafted after the initial reading of the documents for the content
analysis approach for research questions one and two. The memos captured initial ideas, patterns
and relationships. A second memo was drafted after the contents were analyzed to record
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reflections, analytic thinking, and questions that arose. These memos were then analyzed and
incorporated in the overall findings of the study.
Themes and Descriptions. Findings of the study are presented in Chapter 4 and include
tables and figures, describing the results of the three case studies. These visual representations
identify the themes and descriptions that emerged for each research question. Identification of
these themes were developed through the analytical techniques described in Appendix A and
involved pattern matching and explanation-building. Examples of quotations from the discipline
policies are also provided to support the results of the critical policy analysis.
Pattern matching. To reach a consensus of the results from the content analysis and
critical policy analysis approaches, me and the secondary coder engaged in pattern matching
(Trochim, 1989) to identify patterns in the process and outcomes of the cases. Specifically,
patterns in “how” States are measuring school climate, “what” practices/interventions are being
implemented to promote positive school climates and are they evidence-based.
Explanation-building. Analysis of the States discipline regulations involved explanationbuilding which is partly deductive and partly inductive (Yin, 2018, p. 180). With this process, I
compared the evidence of the first case study to the hypothesis that was previously derived and
sought to revise the hypothesis. The revised hypothesis was then applied to the evidence in the
subsequent case, leading to further revisions to gradually build on the explanation and refine
ideas that led to new explanations of the evidence.
Trustworthiness. In this study, trustworthiness was used to determine legitimacy of the
research by other researchers, practitioners, policy-makers and education stakeholders. Lincoln
& Guba (1985) identified four criteria for fulfilling trustworthiness which include credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability. To achieve credibility, Lincoln and Guba
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(1985) suggest several techniques including prolonged engagement, persistent observation, and
appropriate data collection and researcher triangulation. Both data collection and research
triangulation were applied in this study by having multiple data sources for richer perspectives
and using a secondary coder to code content. Transferability was addressed in the presentation of
the findings by describing the research context with depth and clarity to generalize the use of the
CSVCS theory (analytic generalization) across other States (Yin, 2018, p. 45). To achieve
dependability and confirmability, the data collection methods and research procedures outlined
in Appendix A, along with the researchers’ memos provides traceability of the research process.
The memos serve as an audit trail of the research procedures and insight on analytical thinking
and decision-making (Koch, 1994; Tobin & Begeley, 2004).
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Chapter 4
Findings
The two-step sampling strategy described in Chapter 3 was applied to identify the cases
for this investigation. The sampling strategy which consisted of analyzing two data points led to
the identification of three states in different geographic regions of the United States. To identify
these states, I first analyzed enrollment data of Black and Latinx students in K-12 public schools
for the 8 states using school climate and safety (SCS) as a measure of the School Quality and
Student Success (SQSS) indicator for their state accountability system. The enrollment data for
states were obtained from the Nation’s Report Card website, a federally operated site that
publishes data regarding states educational profiles, including student characteristics and
performance on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) assessment. This data
was used to identify the 5 out of 8 states with the highest percentage of Black and Latinx
students enrolled during the 2016-17 academic year. The year 2016-17 was selected because it is
the most current available data that’s in proximity to the 2013-14 academic year, which is the
most up to date culmination state estimations of CRDC discipline data available that is used in
the second step of the sampling strategy.
In the second step of the sampling strategy, I examined the out-of-school (OSS)
suspensions of Black and Latinx students and students with disabilities in the five states to
identify the 3 out of 5 states with the highest rates of OSS for these students. Table 3 below
describes the profiles of the five states based on the following demographic variables:
geographic location, enrollment, race and ethnicity, students served by IDEA and students
receiving one or more OSS. The three states that met the criteria for having more Black, Latinx
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and students with disabilities receiving one or more OSS were Maryland, Illinois and New
Mexico.
Table 3
Profiles of States
States
Maryland

Illinois

New Mexico

Idaho

South
Carolina

Student
Enrollment
characteristics (%)
Black
34.05

One or more
OSS (%)
62.6

Latinx

16.45

8.3

White

38.19

20.7

SWD*

11.97

86.4

Black

17.02

55.0

Latinx

25.67

19.1

White

48.51

19.7

SWD

14.51

92.9

Black

1.94

3.4

Latinx

60.79

64.9

White

24.1

18.8

SWD

15.28

98.9

Black

1.07

1.4

Latinx

18.03

21.5

White

75.65

70.0

SWD

10.52

91.1

Black

33.96

61.3

Latinx

9.03

3.9
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Geographic location
Mid-Atlantic

Midwestern

Southwestern

Midwestern

Southeastern

White
SWD
(*) Students with Disabilities.

51.17

31.1

13.43

93.7

As depicted in Table 3, the data collected on enrollment and OSS confirms that Black students
consistently and disproportionately receive OSS compared to their White peers. In Maryland,
although Black students represent 34% of all K-12 students enrolled, they are overrepresented
relative to their enrollment with 62% of these students receiving one or more OSS - nearly
doubled the percentage of enrolled students. Conversely, White students represent 38% of
students enrolled in public schools in Maryland but only 20% of those who received one or more
OSS. In Illinois, Black students represent 17% of all students enrolled and yet 55% of them
receive one or more OSS compared to their White peers who only represent 19% of students who
received an OSS although they made up nearly half of the total student enrollment at 48%.
These patterns are also consistent for students served by IDEA. For example, in Illinois,
students served by IDEA represent 14% of students enrolled, yet 92% of these students receive
one or more OSS. Across the board, students served by IDEA in all three states are
disproportionately represented in OSS when compared to their overall enrollment. Although
some discipline disparities exist for Latinx students based on the data in Table 3, they’re small in
relation to the disproportionate representation of students with disabilities and Black students.
Content Analysis
This study used content analysis as the leading approach to address two of the three research
questions:
1. How are States measuring School Climate and Safety (SCS) and are there
commonalities or differences?
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2. What interventions or practices have States identified and/or used to address school
climate issues and are these interventions or practices evidence-based?
The data collected to address the research questions provided an in-depth and focused coverage
of the cases. The specific data sources are listed in order of importance in Appendix B. To
generate the data sources, I conducted online searches on the SEA and the U.S. Department of
Education websites. I also used Google Search engine to retrieve additional reports and
documents that were relevant to the inquiry. The search terms used included “ESSA State Plan”
“ESSA State Report Card” “School Climate and ESSA” “School Climate Survey” “School
Climate Initiatives”, “ESSA Implementation” and other relevant terms. Searches using Google
included the name of the state coupled with the search terms to generate relevant results.
Upon obtaining the documents, they were uploaded and organized into folders that were
accessible only to those involved in the implementation of the study’s methodology. The content
analysis was conducted by following the Data Collection and Coding Procedures found in
Appendix A. As indicated in the procedures and described in Chapter 3, several methods were
used to establish credibility and control for biases, including triangulation and memoing.
Triangulation was applied in selection of data sources and analyzing of the content to
verify the data and interpretation. Multiple data sources from different stages of States ESSA
planning and implementation efforts were analyzed to corroborate the findings. Data sources
were also accessed from various outlets, further allowing opportunities to compare and contrast
for consistency to ensure accurate interpretation. For example, ESSA State Plans and related
documents were obtained from SEA websites and also from the U.S. Department of Education
website. In addition to the application of triangulation to achieve credibility, memoing was also
applied to control for biases during the coding and analytic process of the content analysis. Prior
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to coding of each data source, both coders drafted memos upon initial review to capture
reflection questions and ideas related to the content and research questions.
Upon coding of the data sources, the coders drafted a second memo to document insights
on the patterns, themes and relationships that were observed from the coding and analysis of the
data sources. These reflections that were recaptured in the memos were discussed between the
coders and incorporated in the decision-making to determine agreement and disagreement on the
themes and patterns. The subsequent sections will describe the results for each research question
of the content analysis.
RQ1: How are States measuring School Climate and Safety (SCS) and are there
commonalities or differences?
The results of the content analysis suggest that all of the three states are measuring school
climate and safety by focusing on four distinct dimensions: Safety, Relationships, Engagement
and Environment. Upon individually coding contents for the first state, I met with the secondary
coder to discuss the themes that emerged and develop the coding framework. These dimensions
were included in the coding framework and remained true in all of the other states upon applying
the framework.
The content analysis results also found that all of the three states are using survey
questionnaire as a method to measure school climate and safety. However, there were differences
in the related constructs that inform the survey questions and the population targeted. All three
cases surveyed students to gather their perspectives and experiences to promote a safe and
positive learning environment. All but New Mexico surveyed educators about their school
climate experiences. Moreover, only Illinois and New Mexico surveyed parents during the 201819 academic year. Maryland mentioned its intention to develop a survey instrument in future
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years. Although some States have executed or intend to conduct educator and parent surveys,
only student surveys meet ESSA requirements for school climate when measuring the SQSS
indicator, therefore, results of the parent and educator surveys are not included in State Report
Cards.
As previously stated, all three states focused on dimensions of safety, engagement,
relationships and environment in their measurement efforts of school climate and safety,
however, every state had different related constructs that informed their survey questions.
Strikingly, given the deluge of literature discussed in Chapter 2 about the historical and negative
school climate experiences of culturally and linguistically diverse students, it would be expected
that most States would include in its measurement instrument items related to equity and
specifically students’ perceptions of respect for and engagement of students of culturally and
linguistically diverse backgrounds. The content analysis results show that only Maryland
included school climate items on cultural and linguistic diversity. Table 4 below describes the
related constructs for each state.
Table 4
Measurement of School Climate and Safety within SQSS Indicator
Cases
Maryland

Measurement
Method
Survey

Dimensions
Safety

Environment

Engagement
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Related
Constructs
Physical &
Emotional
Safety;
Bullying;
Substance Abuse
Instructional &
Physical
Environment;
Fairness

Targeted
Population
Students
Educators
Parents*

Cultural &
Linguistic
Diversity;
Participation
Relationships
Student-Staff &
Student-Student
Relationships
Illinois

New Mexico

Survey

Survey

Environment

Instruction &
Professional
Development

Relationships

School as a
Workplace

Safety &
Environment

Experiences,
Attitudes and
Activities

Engagement

Relationship
with School

Environment

Academic
Learning

Students
Educators
Parents

Students
Parents

Relationships
SocialEmotional
Learning
Safety
School Culture
Engagement
Student
Supports;
Meaningful
Engagement of
Families
(*) Survey for this population was not implemented in 2018-19 and 2019-20. State intends to
implement in future years.
All of the three states administered student surveys electronically allowing students to
respond to survey questions confidentially. Districts within each state are responsible for the
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administration including providing the technology tool and access for survey completion. The
survey items of all three states ranged from binary nominal to ordinal Likert scales. Table 5
below describes examples of student survey items from the survey samples. It’s important to
note that although sufficient information about each survey was obtained from the SEA websites,
not all survey instruments were publicly accessible and therefore could not be analyzed in-depth.
Subsets of the Illinois school climate student, educator and parent surveys were publicly
accessible online. Subsets of survey items from the New Mexico student survey were also
retrieved online. Therefore, the examples below are from school climate survey instruments for
Illinois and New Mexico and are intended to provide insight into survey questions that are being
administered by States.
Table 5
Subset of Student Survey Items
Dimensions

Survey Items

Engagement

This school provides instructional materials
(e.g., textbooks, handouts) that reflect my
cultural background, ethnicity and identity?
Scale: Strongly disagree, Disagree, Agree,
Strongly agree

Relationships

How much do you disagree or agree with the
following statements about your school? My
teachers treat me with respect..
Scale: Strongly disagree, Disagree, Agree,
Strongly agree

Environment

How much do you disagree or agree with the
following statements about your school? I feel
like a real part of my school.
Scale: Strongly disagree, Disagree, Agree
Strongly, Agree

Safety

How much do you disagree or agree with the
following statements about your school?
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Students at this school are often threatened or
bullied.
Scale: Strongly disagree, Disagree, Agree
Strongly, Agree
The content analysis approach of this study also found that the weights of the survey scores for
accountability varied by State. In all three states, States assigned low weights (10% or less),
meaning that the results of the student climate surveys would represent 10% or less of the overall
score a school would receive on the accountability rubric. When compared to other States who
are using school climate surveys as measures of the SQSS indicator, these three cases had lower
weights than two of the eight states with one state having a weight of 30% assigned to surveys
for elementary and middle schools and 20% for high schools. It’s important to note that climate
surveys are one of several measures that States can use for the SQSS indicator. For some States,
like Maryland and Illinois, they have opted to use other measures like chronic absenteeism to
measure SQSS and therefore may place higher weights on measures other than school climate
surveys. Maryland has identified climate survey (10%), chronic absenteeism (10%) and wellrounded curriculum (15%) to make up the total SQSS weight of 35%.
Additionally, the climate survey weight for Illinois is based on participation instead of
results of aggregate responses. The reason being that the state’s primary survey cannot be
disaggregated by student demographic group and the survey is not required annually, therefore it
does not meet the statutory requirements for the SQSS indicator. Therefore, the state is using the
primary survey and three alternative surveys with modification to meet the criteria for inclusion
of the SQSS indicator, therefore 5% participation rather than results of the student climate survey
will represent the overall score a school would receive for this measure. Table 6 describes the
weight variation of the cases and the grade-level surveyed. As seen in the table, all States have a
focus on elementary through high school, with some slight differences at the starting grades in
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elementary. I will further discuss the implications of the climate survey weights and
recommendations for ensuring fair accountability of schools in Chapter 5.
Table 6
Grade-level participation and Weighting of School Climate Survey for SQSS Accountability
Indicator
Cases

Grade-level

Weight

Maryland

Grades 5 - 11

10%

Illinois

Grades 4 - 12

5%*

New Mexico

Grades 3 – 12

10% (elementary, middle)
4% (high)

(*) Weight based on participation and not results of responses.
To summarize the findings of Research Question 1, States who have selected School Climate and
Safety (SCS) as a measure of the School Quality and Student Success (SQSS) indicator are using
school climate surveys as a primary tool for gathering the perspectives, attitudes and experiences
of students. Although these states have developed tools that assess the safety, engagement,
environment and relationships of students, their tools vary in domains and related constructs,
with some States focusing on students’ perceptions of respect of diversity and engagement of
cultural and linguistically diverse students in their educational environment, while others focus
on social and emotional learning, or bullying and substance abuse. In Chapter 5, I will further
discuss the benefits and challenges of using surveys to measure school climate and safety and for
accountability, and the implications of the alignment or lack thereof of survey domains and
related constructs. The content analysis further revealed that States have different weights for
climate surveys. In the Discussion in Chapter 5, I will discuss how these weights inform or
misinform accountability decisions and recommendations for States on how to effectively use
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school climate survey results to improve school conditions, and interventions and practices to
promote safe and supportive learning environments.

RQ2. What interventions or practices have States identified and/or used to address
school climate issues and are these interventions or practices evidence-based?

To identify the interventions and practices States are implementing to promote positive
climates, a content analysis approach was also implemented. Similar to the steps taken for
Research Question 1, the ESSA State Plans and related contents obtained from the SEA and
other websites were individually coded by me and the secondary rater. The data sources that
were coded for Maryland included the Consolidated ESSA State Plan; Maryland Resource Guide
of School Discipline Practices; Second Chances: Reducing Suspensions in the State of Maryland
professional development tool; Disparities in School Discipline in Maryland report by the
Maryland Advisory Committee to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights; Maryland’s Model
Policy to Address Bullying, Harassment or Intimidation; Report of the Workgroup on Behavioral
and Substance Abuse with Services in the Public Schools of Maryland; Montgomery County
Public Schools Restorative Justice brochure; Baltimore City Public Schools Restorative Practices
webpage; Maryland’s State Department of Education (MSDE) Reducing and Eliminating
Disproportionality in School Discipline Guidance Document; MSDE’s School Discipline: A
Look Forward and Backward memo; MSDE’s Division of Student Support, Academic
Enrichment & Educational Policy website; and the MSDE Student Discipline webpage. Contents
for Illinois included the Illinois ESSA State Plan; Illinois Balanced and Restorative Justice
website; Midwest PBIS Network, IL-EMPOWER website; Illinois Social/Emotional Learning
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Standards accessed from the Illinois State Board of Education’s (ISBE) website; and the ISBE
School Wellness website including webpages on bullying prevention, PBIS and school climate.
The following data sources were coded for the state of New Mexico: New Mexico’s ESSA State
Plan; Measuring & Assessing SEL and School Climate to Support Student Success in New
Mexico Learning Policy Institute webinar; 2018-19 New Mexico Whole School Survey (ESSA)
memo; New Mexico’s Anti-Bullying Laws and Regulations; New Mexico’s Public Education
Department website; and the New Mexico’s Safe Schools for All Students Act. An exhaustive
list of all data sources along with dates of publication, if applicable, and links to access them can
be found in Appendix B.
First, the contents for Maryland were coded to develop the coding framework of
interventions and practices. From there, the framework was applied to recode Maryland’s
contents and to code subsequent cases which were coded also individually. Following individual
coding, we jointly compared the interventions and practices that we identified and discussed each
to determine agreement and disagreement. Table 7 describes the interventions and practices
implemented by each State to promote positive school climate and reduce exclusionary
discipline.
The results of the analysis found that behavior and mental health supports including
counseling, mental health education and training and referral services were identified as a
practices to promote positive school climates, however, the type of supports and delivery method
varied by state. In Maryland, a mental health policy is implemented, as well as the Mind Up
Curriculum Framework which seeks to provide knowledge and skills children need to regulate
their emotions and develop and maintain positive relationships (Mind Up, 2020). Maryland also
offers other supports like counseling its students and provides behavioral and substance abuse
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services in some of its public schools in partnership with community and health providers. These
services provide prevention, education, treatment and recovery support in areas of substance
abuse and safety, human trafficking and opioid prevention. The Illinois public school system also
has a statewide mental health policy and partners with health agencies to provide referrals to
students in need of additional supports. New Mexico offers counseling as a progressive
discipline strategy to reduce the use of exclusionary discipline. Additionally, all states have
adopted some form of anti-bullying laws and regulations, and require schools to follow specific
guidelines for responding to bullying and harassment of students.
All states showed evidence of implementing social and emotional learning (SEL)
interventions but the type and delivery of interventions varied. School-based SEL programs are
multidimensional, often consisting of instructional practices within the classroom to develop
social skills or school-wide practices outside of the classroom (Greenberg et al., 2003). Results
of the content analysis revealed that some states are implementing specific SEL curriculum while
others are providing technical assistance to teachers on strategies to develop and maintain
positive relationships with students. In Maryland, teachers complete an SEL Self-Assessment
Survey and receive technical support to integrate SEL practices in their teaching methods.
Conversely, Illinois adopted statewide SEL standards which were developed in partnership with
the states’ mental health stakeholders and is executed in partnership with the Collaborative for
Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) which provides technical assistance to
teachers on meeting these standards. The standards describe the SEL competencies children need
to know and the skills they need to be able to demonstrate. Teachers are encouraged to embed
SEL instruction into the existing curricula to support students with developing and maintaining
positive relationships with adults and their peers.
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Restorative justice (RJ) approaches (Payne & Welch, 2015) that include peer mediation
and conflict resolution were also identified as an intervention used to promote positive school
climate and reduce discipline disparities. Restorative practices were identified in the content
analysis for Maryland and Illinois. In Illinois, the school system partners with Illinois Balanced
and Restorative Justice (IBARJ), a local nonprofit organization that provides education, training
and promotion of balanced and restorative justice interventions in the state. The organization has
partnered with select high schools in Chicago to support their use of restorative practices to
reduce suspensions and expulsions. Moreover, the state has adopted policies on the use of
restorative practices as alternatives to exclusionary discipline. In Maryland, restorative practices
are implemented in several of its school divisions, including Baltimore City Public Schools
(BCPS) and Montgomery County Public Schools (MCPS). BCPS has partnered with Open
Society Institute-Baltimore to ensure that all educators, school leaders, programs and offices are
trained in the use of restorative practices over the next five years. In addition to implementing
restorative practices in its schools, MCPS has also taken a unique approach to engaging parents
in its efforts by offering training so that parents understand the principles of RJ and how the
approach is being carried out in schools.
A widely used model, Positive Behavior Intervention and Supports (PBIS) which
provides tiered supports to students to improve school safety and promote positive behavior
(Bradshaw, et al., 2010) was identified as one of the frameworks used to promote positive and
safe school climates in Maryland and Illinois. In Maryland specifically, PBIS is a statewide
effort between the school system, higher education system and health agencies with PBIS
coaches and coordinators dedicated to the implementation process which involves training and
supporting schools with implementing PBIS interventions with fidelity. According to the content
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analysis, Maryland has successfully trained 1,178 schools on school-wide PBIS across 26 school
divisions since launching its statewide PBIS training efforts in 1999. Moreover 317 schools have
been trained to implement Tier 2 PBIS across 24 students.
In Illinois, the state partners with the Midwest PBIS Network, a federally-funded
technical assistance center, to provide training, technical assistance and coaching statewide to
increase the quality, fidelity and sustainability of PBIS implementation in its schools. These
trainings focus on various topics including prevention-based school-wide systems of support,
data-based decision making for behavior and academics, functional behavior assessments and
behavior interventions plans, and intervention planning for students with challenging emotional
and behavioral needs and their families. Although any school in the state can utilize the Midwest
PBIS Network as a learning partner to improve its school quality, these supports are usually
targeted for schools that are a part of IL-EMPOWER which comprises of schools identified for
targeted or comprehensive support through the state’s accountability system. As of June 2018,
1,132 Illinois schools were implementers of PBIS with support from the Midwest PBIS Network.
Table 7
Interventions and Practices implemented to improve School Climate and Safety
States

PBIS*

SEL*
X

Restorative
Practices*
X

Behavioral &
Mental Health
X

Implementing
EBPs
Yes

Maryland

X

Illinois

X

X

X

X

Yes

X

Yes

New Mexico
X
(*) Evidence-based practices - EBPs.
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Critical Policy Analysis (CPA)
The Critical Policy Analysis (CPA) approach sought to address the following research question:
How do States discipline regulations represent the school climate problem and how do
their representations create advantages or disadvantages for Black and Latinx students,
and students with disabilities?
To conduct this analysis, a specific approach to policy analysis called the What’s the Problem
Represented (WPR) introduced by Bacchi (2009) was used. The primary data sources used for
this analysis included the compendium of discipline laws and regulations for the individual
states, along with relevant discipline guidance for each state. The compendium of school
discipline laws and regulations were accessed on the National Center on Safe Supportive
Learning Environments website at safesupportivelearning.ed.gov. As discussed in Chapter 2,
school climate and safety has been elevated as a priority in the education policy discourse as a
result of the growing disproportionality in discipline, particularly the disproportionate
representation of Black students and students with disabilities in out-of-school suspensions. For
this reason, it’s important to examine discipline policies of the three cases to question how
school climate is represented in these regulations, what assumptions underlie these
representations, how they came about, what effects are produced as a result of the representation
of the problem and how this representation is reproduced in society to create advantages and
disadvantages for marginalized students.
Bacchi’s WPR Framework. The compendium of discipline policies and regulations for
the individual states, along with relevant discipline guidance were individually coded by me and
the secondary rater to identify patterns and themes that aligned with the six guiding questions of

93

the WPR framework. The interpretations from the analysis of each state’s discipline policies are
described below.
1. What’s the problem represented to be?
Maryland. Discipline regulations, in this case, assert the need to maintain order in the
learning environment by ensuring that school divisions have guidelines for student conduct and
consequences for violations as a means for improving school climate. The compendium of laws
and regulations focus primarily on maintaining order, ensuring safety and discipline as
necessary. It’s up to each county board to adopt regulations that align with state requirements to
respond to student conduct. These regulations must address a wide range of issues including
bullying, drug use and gang activity. Based on the analysis of the compendium of discipline laws
and regulations, the state requires strategies that are more punitive in its response to student
conduct and lacks elaboration on proactive and less punitive measures. These punitive
approaches include in-school suspension, suspension, expulsion, or other disciplinary measures
that it considers being appropriate. However, there are some encouraging aspects of the state’s
requirements including allowing discretion in imposing discipline and requirement for school
divisions to ensure the educational and counseling needs of suspended students. Additionally, the
compendium describes professional development for teachers in behavioral support, however,
the topics of the professional development are vague. Also described in the compendium are
state’s use of restraint and seclusion by trained school personnel and school resource officers
(SROs) to address discipline issues. Due to the lack of clarity around school climate efforts in the
compendium, I obtained and coded the Guidelines for a State Code of Discipline adopted by the
state in 2014. The guidelines serve as a roadmap for local school systems to develop codes of
conduct. The guidelines discussed prevention and intervention strategies, including the use of
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conflict resolution and peer mediation, functional behavior assessments and behavioral
intervention plans, and referral to mental health services. The guidelines propose that schools
utilize various tiers of supports to respond to student behaviors and prevent the overuse of
exclusionary practices that remove children from their learning environment. In summary,
school climate is represented differently in the state’s compendium of discipline laws and
regulations which were prepared in 2019 than it is in their Guidelines for a State Code of
Discipline adopted in 2014. The compendium represents school climate as a need to maintain
order of students to ensure a safe learning environment. There are no prevention activities
discussed to prevent behaviors that lead to suspensions. The activities described to improve
school climate are reactive. Conversely, the Guidelines for a State Code of Discipline content
proposes comprehensive and proactive measures to improve positive school climates although it
is unclear the extent to which these measure is being implemented to address the statewide
disproportionality of Black students and students with disabilities.
Illinois. The compendium of discipline laws and regulations requires that teachers,
administrators, SROs and other school personnel receive ongoing professional development on a
wide range of topics including effective classroom management, culturally responsive discipline,
supportive services to promote student attendance and engagement and developmentally
appropriate disciplinary practices. Additionally, school divisions are required to adopt restorative
practices in discipline policies to maintain school safety and promote positive school climate,
amongst other benefits. The state also requires school boards to adopt implicit bias training in its
policies to ensure that school personnel have awareness, cultural competencies and skills to
appropriately support students behavior. The discipline laws and regulations for Case B provides
strong evidence of the positive representation of school climate. Their policies frame the issue as
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a skill and knowledge gap of teachers and requires specific training for teachers on
understanding and managing behaviors, and positive interventions and supports for students
rather than solely relying on exclusionary practices to respond to student behaviors.
New Mexico. In its collection of discipline laws and regulations, this state has represented
school climate as a student wellness issue. Their laws and regulations encourage interagency
collaboration through community schools’ initiatives (CSIs) to promote safe and supportive
school environments. CSIs offer various supports including mental health services for students
and their families, out-of-school time programs, adult education for families and case
management to support with attendance, behavior and academics. The discipline laws and
regulations of this state also emphasized statewide efforts to address bullying and chronic
absenteeism.
2. What deep-seated presuppositions or assumptions (conceptual logics) underlie this
representation of the problem?
Maryland. With the lack of focus on educating teachers on effective classroom
management and implicit bias, the compendium of discipline laws and policies assume that
teachers are skilled at making disciplinary decisions that do not disproportionately effect students
of diverse backgrounds. The assumptions underlying the representation of school climate in this
case also creates a power imbalance between students and teachers in the learning environment
by suggesting that teachers hold the power to discipline students without considerations of how
teachers are trained and prepared to respond to behaviors. Although the state’s Guidelines for a
State Code of Discipline describes an exhaustive list of responses and supports for school
districts to adopt, none of these supports address equipping teachers with knowledge and skills
relevant to effective classroom management and promoting an inclusive learning environment.
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Illinois. Requirements of this state’s discipline laws and regulations imply that teachers
are essential to creating positive learning climates for students. Their policies which require
training on implicit bias, cultural competence and effective classroom management, to name a
few, assume that when teachers know, skills and dispositions to teach appropriate behaviors and
address behaviors, students will thrive academically and socially. By requiring the use of
restorative practices, the representation of school climate also assumes that students can and
should lead efforts to create environments that are conducive to learning by engaging in
mediation with their peers, learning and implementing de-escalation strategies and transferring
conflict resolution skills to other settings, including their communities and home life.
New Mexico. Through its representation of school climate as an issue of student wellness,
this state’s discipline laws and regulations assume that promoting positive school climates
requires collective collaboration to meet the needs of the whole child. Their policies invoke a
community schools’ approach which assumes that student behaviors in school are not solely a
reflection of what’s happening in the school environment, but also other factors that may play a
role in their functioning at school and beyond school hours, like unmet physical, social and
emotional needs.
3. How has this "representation" of the problem come about?
Maryland. Since 2009, this state has experienced school discipline reform efforts
stemming from a discipline case in which a ninth-grade student was expelled for fighting in
school and received no educational services for the entire year of her suspension. The case was
appealed and gained statewide attention leading the State Board of Education to commission a
study to examine the use of long-term suspensions and expulsions and whether students
experiencing these disciplinary practices were prevented from accessing educational services.
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Upon the conclusion of the study, a report was drafted in 2012 which found that students of color
and students with disabilities were disproportionately impacted by exclusionary discipline across
the state and more than 63 percent of suspensions and expulsions were for non-violent offenses.
This incident and the subsequent study led to future regulatory guidelines to provide a
framework for school districts to reduce the use of long-term suspensions and expulsions for
non-violent behaviors and to require minimum education services to students who are suspended
and expelled. Since the adoption of the framework by the State Board in 2014, the state has
continued to collect data on discipline disproportionality to inform its discipline reform efforts.
Illinois. As a result of concerns from advocates and education stakeholders about the lack
of coherent discipline policies across school districts in the state, the state governor signed into
law a state senate bill in 2015 (P.A. 099-0456) which eliminated zero tolerance policies and the
use of harsh punitive measures for students who do not pose a threat to the school community. In
one of its provisions, any out-of-school suspension of 3 day or less can only be used if the
student poses a safety threat to the school community and all suspensions of more than 3 days
must show evidence that the school exhausted all of its options to address the behaviors prior to
suspending the student. This law also required school boards and governance of charter schools
to revise their discipline policies to meet the new state requirements which include professional
development for teachers on classroom management, and culturally responsive and
developmentally appropriate disciplinary responses.
New Mexico. In 2011, the state education agency and legislature took action to address
the disproportionate suspensions of Native American and African American students by passing
three bills. The bills sought to ban the use of corporal punishment, make student discipline data
publicly accessible by race, gender, disability and other characteristics to hold schools
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accountable, and revise discipline policy to define behaviors that justify school-based arrests.
Although all three bills were passed, all but the bill on banning corporal punishment was vetoed
by the Governor. This lack of comprehensive reform of its discipline policies has continued to
create misrepresentations of the school climate problem.
4. What is left unproblematic in this problem representation? What are the silences?
Can the "problem" be conceptualized differently?
Maryland. The discipline laws and policies do not offer clarity on how teachers are being
equipped to understand and address behaviors beyond suggested responses that they’re
encouraged to implement. There were no explicit provisions about training on classroom
management or cultural competence that in-service teachers ought to receive in light of the
discipline disproportionality that exists statewide for Black students and students with
disabilities. The policies also assume that teachers have the skills, there’s a lack of clarity on the
responsibilities of teachers to create these positive learning environments. Also, the state’s data
collection for suspensions requires districts to report whether or not educational services were
provided or rejected by a student who had been suspended or expelled. This requirement does
not provide guidelines on how educational services are to be provided which can create a divide
receiving services during periods of suspensions of long-term suspensions and all expulsions.
The provisions need to be made explicit in describing what is meant by educational services for
students without disabilities and the type of instruction or delivery method of these services.
Educational services are more clearly defined for a student with an IEP, given that services
typically align with that which is in the IEP and the stated goals. For students without an IEP,
additional guidance is required to ensure that the educational services provided are aligned to
classroom instruction and taught by a certified educator.
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Illinois. In this case, an alternative representation of school climate is social justice
education (Goodwin & Darity, 2018), which emphasizes preparing socially conscious teachers.
Teachers who are equity-minded practitioners are likely to enter classrooms with the skills
needed to create positive and inclusive learning environments. The policies enacted by this state
to ensure that all teachers are trained in social justice topics like implicit bias and culturally
responsive classroom management reframes how we should approach school climate issues,
from a proactive rather than a reactive approach.
New Mexico. As mentioned previously, the state’s discipline policies do not clearly
articulate behaviors that warrant certain actions, like in the case of school-based arrests. Without
clarity of what behaviors warrant arrests, students, particularly those who are disproportionately
affected are more likely to be arrested due to biases and/or lack of clarity of the policy provision
and its intention.
5. What effects (discursive, subjectification, lived) are produced by this representation
of the "problem"?
Maryland. The manner in which the discipline rules and regulations are written is likely
to impact how they are interpreted and what services students receive with respect to promoting
safe and inclusive learning environments. The focus on the discipline policy to “maintain order”
and impose consequences for misconduct can be carried out subjectively and lead to more
removal of students from their learning environment for minor behavior infractions.
Illinois. The removal of zero tolerance policies in the state’s discipline laws and
regulations has a direct effect on how teachers and administrators respond to students’ behaviors
and what outcomes their responses yield. This representation allows for students and families to
feel confident in knowing that their school system is committed to keeping children in school
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and will seek to understand the circumstances that led to the behavior rather than imposing a
suspension at the onset.
New Mexico. The lack of clarity regarding behaviors that warrant school-based arrests
could potentially lead to more students being arrested on school premises and referred to juvenile
justice. This underscores why it’s important for policies to be explicit to avoid causing more
harmful effects for students.
6. How and where has this representation of the "problem" been produced,
disseminated and defended? How has it been and/or how can it be disrupted and
replaced?
Maryland. The reduction of long-term suspensions and expulsions for non-violent
behaviors has been discussed at the local and national levels and remains one of the goals of
ESSA through its measure of school climate and safety to evaluate school quality. Through Title
IV grants, states can measure school climate through surveys and identify and implement
strategies like social and emotional learning (Kostyo et al., 2018)
Illinois. Concerns of the impact of implicit bias on discipline disparities and contribution
to creating poor school climates have been elevated by researchers, education stakeholders and
civil rights advocates and organizations for decades. Most recently in 2017, the NAACP Legal
Defense & Educational Fund published a report on how implicit bias contributes to discipline
disparities in classrooms and offered research-based interventions to address it (Quereshi &
Okonofua, 2017). The interventions focused on building teachers’ skills to develop and maintain
positive relationships with students of color. These interventions are similarly aligned to the
professional development requirements in the discipline regulations of Case B which requires
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school systems to provide professional development to teachers on implicit bias, cultural
competence and effective classroom management.
New Mexico. This state’s representation of promoting positive school climate through
student wholeness and the use of community schools’ initiatives has been disseminated and
supported by the advancement of community schools to create equity and access for all students.
The Coalition for Community Schools, led by the Institute of Educational Leadership, recognizes
this need and has sought to promote cross-agency collaboration to bring wraparound services
into schools, making schools an extension of the community and a hub or resources. The work of
IEL and the Coalition has found that community schools improve the quality and conditions of
schooling. Students are more engaged and motivated to learn when there’s intentional and
observed collaboration between parents, families and communities (Blank et al., 2003).
The critical policy analysis of this study identified how school climate is being
represented and addressed in states’ discipline policies. In all three cases, the representations of
school climate and how this representation came about informed the practices and approaches
that states are using to promote safe and inclusive learning environments. In Maryland, a
discipline decision that denied a child to educational services and was appealed in 2009 led to
subsequent focus on the state’s overuse of suspensions and expulsions. This incident coupled
with data that showed consistent discipline disparities led to how school climate has been
represented in its policies and the practices that the state has since implemented. New Mexico
framed school climate as an issue of student wellness and implemented community schools’
initiatives to provide students with the social, emotional and health supports needed to be able to
thrive within and outside of their academic settings. Conversely, school climate was framed in
Illinois as an issue of preparing equity-minded practitioners who can apply culturally responsive
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classroom management practices and examine students’ behaviors through multiple cultural lens.
Recommendations on how to bridge this divide are discussed in Chapter V.
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Chapter V
Discussion
The purpose of this study was to examine how States use school climate as a measure of
the School Quality and Student Success (SQSS) indicator under the Every Student Succeeds Act
(ESSA), and how States are measuring and addressing school climate and safety. Specifically,
this study employed a multiple case study design to examine commonalities and differences in
how states are measuring school climate, what interventions and practices they are implementing
to promote positive and safe learning environments, and whether the interventions and practices
are evidence-based. The study also sought to question existing discipline laws and regulations of
these states to identify how the problem of school climate is represented and whether its
representation and solutions create advantages and/or disadvantages for Black, Latinx and
students with disabilities who are disproportionately impacted by exclusionary discipline.
This study was rooted in the deluge of research about the disproportionate discipline of
Black, Latinx and students with disabilities and the historical failure of education policies to
address discipline disparities. Since the mid-1970s, research shows that Black students and
students with disabilities miss significantly more days of school due to suspensions that are often
for minor behaviors consistent with those of their White peers (Children’s Defense Fund, 1974).
Exclusionary discipline practices like suspensions and expulsions have been exploited for
decades with race and disability status often shown to have a strong correlation to these punitive
measures (OCR, 2012; OCR, 2016; OCR, 2019; Haight et al., 2016; Losen & Gillespie, 2012;
Vincent et al., 2012; U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 2019). To address the alarming
disparities, researchers have posited that a comprehensive approach is needed to improve school
climate (LaForett & De Marco, 2019; Skiba, 2014). As such, the federal law that governs public
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education, ESSA, has taken a step in the direction to focus on SQSS as an indicator and include
school climate and safety as a measure that states can use to assess how they’re ensuring quality
learning environments for all students to thrive.
Theoretical Framework
The framework that guided this study was the Systems View of School Climate (SVSC;
Rudasill, et al., 2017). Rudasill and colleagues (2017) asserted that school climate is a multifaceted construct and should be measured through a systemic lens to understand how immediate
and external systems interact to inform perceptions of school (Rudasill, et al., 2017). The
researchers claimed that in order to identify causal models and interventions to promote positive
school climate, it is important to view school climate through the lens of systems that are often
interrelated. Using the SVSC framework as a foundation, I introduced in this study a modified
conceptual framework, Critical Systems View of School Climate (CSVSC) which sought to
provide a critical view of systems that impact school climate. The proposed framework included
predictors of the school microsystem that lead to negative experiences of Black students and
students with disabilities and contribute to discipline disparities. These predictors as identified in
the research literature discussed in Chapter II include zero tolerance policies, implicit bias,
disproportionality and the use of school resource officers (SROs). The predictors were used in
the data analysis and interpretation of the content analysis and critical policy analysis (CPA).
Specifically, for the content analysis, documents were coded and analyzed to identify how states
are measuring school climate and whether their measurement is multi-dimensional, as
recommended by the SVSC framework (Rudasill, et al., 2017). The modified CSVSC framework
was used to identify the interventions and practices states are using to reduce the impact of the
predictors that lead to negative school experiences of students. For the CPA approach, discipline
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laws and regulations for each state were analyzed to identify how school climate was represented
and how this representation informed solutions like zero tolerance policies and the use of school
resource officers which have been found to have adverse effects on student behavior. The next
two sections provide a discussion of the content analysis and critical policy analysis results.
Content Analysis
Findings of the content analysis revealed several gaps in how states are measuring school
climate and the practices that are being used to address it. All three states in this study are using a
survey questionnaire with none reporting the use of other methods like focus groups, interviews,
document reviews and observations. The use of a single procedure to evaluate school climate
raises concerns about the comprehensive ability or lack thereof to determine the quality of
schools and understand the experiences of students, educators and families. Specifically, the use
of surveys does not ensure full access for students with reading disabilities or more severe
cognitive limitations. These students are likely to experience challenges with interpreting what is
being asked of them. In Illinois, one of the cases analyzed in this study, students with severe
cognitive disabilities did not complete the climate surveys. Given that students with disabilities
are disproportionately represented in out-of-school suspensions (OSS), school divisions must
seek varying approaches other than surveys to measure school climate, including the use of focus
groups or interviews with students with disabilities who cannot access the surveys.
In addition to the limited access that climate surveys pose to students with disabilities, the
related constructs of the surveys do not adequately identify the root causes of exclusionary
discipline of Black, Latinx and students with disabilities, as illustrated in the theoretical
framework (see Figure 1). These causes of exclusionary discipline include but are not limited to
policies, specifically zero tolerance, implicit bias and the use of school resource officers in
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discipline procedures. The content analysis of this study revealed that none of the related
constructs focused on discipline policies, including students’ perceptions of these policies and
the unfair and inconsistent implementation of them. Research suggests that discipline policies are
inconsistently applied to Black, Latinx and students with disabilities who are often handed
harsher consequences for the same or minor behaviors compared to their peers (Barret et al,
2017; Losen & Gillespie, 2012; Skiba et al., 2002; Vincent et al., 2012). This inconsistent use of
harsher and more punitive approaches imply that policies are being applied unfairly. For this
reason, schools need to obtain students’ perceptions of discipline policies, whether these policies
are applied fairly by their school and how these policies impact their attitudes and perceptions of
school climate.
The content analysis also revealed that the related constructs of the school climate
surveys implemented by States’ lack focus on examining students’ relationships and experiences
with school resource officers (SROs). Although the related constructs focused on student-student
and student-teacher relationships, none addressed student relationships with SROs. As discussed
in Chapter 2, the majority of students who have had negative experiences with SROs have been
Black, Latinx and students with disabilities (ACLU, 2015; Ford et al., 2015). These experiences
have also been portrayed in the news media and have revealed SRO's mishandling of student
behaviors. States’ failure to evaluate Black, Latinx and students with disabilities about their
experiences with SROs and other law enforcement on school premises is a missed opportunity to
identify how SROs are exacerbating negative behaviors of students and impacting their
perceptions of their school environment. Theriot et al. (2016) found that SROs do impact
student’s attitudes and connectedness towards school. Male students and students who had
experienced school violence reported lower school connectedness.
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Additionally, the findings of the content analysis raise questions about whether linguistic
discrimination is inherent in the use of surveys to assess school climate experiences of students
and families who are non-fluent English readers. Specifically, Latinx parents who are non-fluent
English speakers and readers may have trouble completing these surveys earnestly. Although
some states have translated surveys to multiple languages, many languages have no written form
and in some countries’ languages are taught only in the form of oral communication (Yan, et al.,
2018). As a result, parents who are illiterate or do not speak languages that have a written form
will not be able to access the survey due to these barriers. Similarly, students who are English
Language Learners (ELL) which comprises majority Latinx students, may also encounter
barriers in completing climate surveys. For this reason, States should consider multiple
approaches to evaluating school climate experiences and perceptions of students and families.
The results of the content analysis also show that there are similarities in the dimensions
of the States’ school climate surveys. All states have included domains that are related to safety,
relationships, engagement and environment. However, there are differences in the constructs that
they are evaluating for each of these dimensions, as well as the population that is being surveyed.
Although all three states surveyed students, only Maryland and Illinois surveyed educators about
their school climate experiences. Illinois has also surveyed parents about their perspectives of the
school climate and Maryland reported its intention to survey parents in future years. The decision
of some states to have educators complete a school climate survey emphasizes existing literature
about the safety of teachers and the role that school climate plays. Berg and Cornell (2016)
analyzed the Virginia Secondary School Climate Survey for educators and found that teachers in
authoritative schools characterized by high responsiveness to students’ needs (Pellerin, 2005)
experienced less aggression and felt safer. This finding suggests that when students feel
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supported, they’re likely to engage in less aggressive behaviors leading to teachers’ increased
sense of safety. Educators have also expressed wanting training and skill-building workshops to
be equipped to address behavior challenges (Marshall et al., 2009), and early career teachers in
particular have exhibited symptoms of depression and anxiety due to perceived negative school
climate (McLean et al., 2017). Additionally, research shows that implicit bias of teachers and
administrators is a primary cause of exclusionary discipline (Epstein et al., 2017; Gullo, 2017;
Dee & Gershenshon, 2017; Okonofua et al., 2016). Similarly, research indicated administrator's
implicit bias found in office discipline referrals and administrative decisions on behavior
consequences (Skiba et al., 2011). Therefore, states need to assess the school climate experiences
of not just students, but also teachers and administrators who are responsible for ensuring a
nurturing and safe learning environment and are at the frontlines of responding to student
behaviors. By evaluating the perspectives of teachers and administrators, states can gain insight
into how these educators and leaders perceive Black, Latinx and students with disabilities, and
how their perceptions inform their responses to these students’ behaviors.
The content analysis revealed differences in the related constructs of the school climate
surveys. Maryland included survey items related to physical and emotional safety, bullying,
substance abuse, instructional and physical environment, cultural and linguistic diversity, and
student-staff and student-student relationships. The related construct on cultural and linguistic
diversity differed from the other cases in that it sought to examine students’ perspectives on
diversity and inclusion reflected in the curriculum and respect for all individuals regardless of
their background. Further exploration into Maryland’s efforts around equity revealed that the
state has guided local school districts and individual schools to address the structural and
institutional barriers that limit equitable access to educational opportunities of its Black and
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Latinx students. Actions that schools and districts must take include assessing curriculum for
bias and using data to identify root causes of barriers and solutions to address them. These
recommended actions can be found in the state’s Guide to Equity and Excellence in Maryland
(2019). These efforts are consistent with principles of culturally responsive teaching discussed in
Chapter II, which seeks to address the cultural differences of students in instructional practices
and mitigate barriers that impede on their ability to access the curriculum (Gay, 2006).
The findings of the content analysis also confirmed what is already known about
differences in the weights that states have identified to represent school climate results in their
accountability ratings. ESSA allows indicates how much weight to assign to their accountability
indicators and measures and requires that academic components be assigned “substantial weight”
than non-academic indicators. As described in Table 6, all three cases in this study have assigned
different weights to their school climate surveys. Illinois, in particular, has assigned weight based
on participation only (5%) and not results of the responses. In its 2019 ESSA Report Card, the
Illinois’ largest school district, Chicago Public Schools reported that 96.9% of its schools had a
50% response rate, far exceeding their target. New Mexico also assigned a lower weight for high
school (4%) than elementary and middle school (10%). In a 2017 Frequently Asked Questions
(FAQs) response document from the U.S. Department of Education, they emphasized that states
have “significant discretion” to define terms that are not defined in the statute (USDOE, 2017).
To date, the Department has not defined “substantial weight” raising concerns about how states
may over emphasize weights for indicators that they are likely to thrive in and use lower weights
for indicators that is an area of weakness, in an effort to manipulate school ratings. These
weights are the value that each indicator or measure represents in a school’s overall rating. For
states using school climate surveys as a measure, they have assigned weights ranging from 4% to
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30% (out of 100% for all indicators). This wide range and discretion can lead to false perceptions
of school quality and concerns being swept under the rug. In particular, for states with smaller
enrollment of Black, Latinx and students with disabilities who are disproportionately represented
in out-of-school suspensions, a higher weight should be placed on school climate surveys to get a
true sense of how their experiences are impacting overall school quality.
The last finding of the content analysis showed that states are using various interventions
and practices to address school climate. Many of these interventions and practices are rooted in
empirical evidence and include Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS), Social and
Emotional Learning (SEL), and restorative practices. The interventions and practices are
consistent with those identified in the literature discussed in Chapter II to be effective at
addressing discipline disparities. The use of SEL supports the findings of Gunter, et al. (2012)
and Zinsberg and colleagues (2019) which concluded that SEL is supportive at helping to
prevent adverse behaviors, develop and maintain positive relationships and provide strategies to
improve emotion regulation to students, as early as preschool. In Maryland, teachers complete an
SEL Self-Assessment Survey to inform readiness and technical assistance to effectively
implement SEL strategies. States implementing SEL can expect teachers to initiate fewer
suspensions and expulsions of students per the findings in the aforementioned studies.
Regardless of the approaches used, whether a single program, multi-dimensional program,
curricula or standards, research overwhelmingly suggests that SEL is effective at promoting
prosocial behaviors and improving academic outcomes (Hahn et al., 2007; Zins et al., 2004).
However, there are variables that moderate student outcomes when implementing SEL
approaches, like implementation and the actual of practices used (Smith et al., 2004). More
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interactive practices, like coaching and role-playing, have been found to be more effective
(DuBois et al., 2002; Tobler et al., 2000).
Similarly, the use of PBIS supports previous research findings that this tiered intervention
framework can improve school climate and reduce office discipline referrals and suspensions
(Bradshaw et al., 2010). Both Maryland and Illinois are implementers of PBIS based on the
findings of the content analysis. Although New Mexico focused on Response-to-Intervention
(RtI), a tiered intervention system to address academic needs of students, there was not a focus
on PBIS specifically to address behavior. Although PBIS was indicated as an intervention used
by these states, there was no indication of adaptations made to the framework to incorporate
culturally-responsive elements, like a participatory social justice model as applied in the study by
Bal (2015). With all of the cases in this study having an overrepresentation of Black, Latinx and
students with disabilities in out-of-school suspensions, they must include equity and culturallyresponsive considerations in their implementation of interventions and practices to reduce
suspensions of these students. Considerations like Culturally Responsive PBIS (Artiles &
Kozleski, 2007) and the use of Learning Labs (Bal et al., 2018) seek to build solutions from the
ground up by involving families, community members, educators and students in identifying the
root causes of suspensions and defining the solutions to address the problem. These approaches
have proven to lead to safe, supportive and inclusive learning environments for all students.
All three states also indicated providing behavioral and mental health supports to its
students. These supports varied and ranged from implementation of a curriculum, educational
workshops, and counseling and referral services. It is critically important that states address
mental health needs of students while they are younger. In the U.S., 1 in 6 (17.4%) children aged
2 – 8 years old has a diagnosed mental, behavioral or developmental disorder and majority of
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children experiencing mental health challenges (1 in 5; 22%) live below 100% of the federal
poverty level (Cree et al., 2018). Research show that urban minority adults who grew up in
communities with high levels of poverty reported having suicidal thoughts in middle school and
continued to have these thoughts and exhibit externalizing behaviors well into their thirties
(O’Donnell et al., 2019). Although research exists on addressing mental health needs of schoolage children, including the implementation of mindfulness and wellness education, the issues and
solutions are multifaceted and vary across settings and student characteristics, leading to a lack
of empirical direction on how schools ought to intervene and address the mental health
challenges students are coming into their learning environments with (Ergas & Hadar, 2019; Van
Loan et al., 2019). Therefore, it’s essential for school divisions to partner with mental health
agencies and community providers to create referral systems for students since most
interventions in schools target externalizing behaviors and not internalizing disorders (Alegria et
al., 2011). Access to these resources is critical for students with disabilities and low-income and
Black and brown students who are disproportionately impacted by exclusionary discipline
practices that can lead to or exacerbate mental health issues. These students also experience
barriers with accessing mental health services and culturally-informed interventions (Alegria et
al., 2011). A study in 2018 found that although Black youth between the ages of 13 to 17 are 50
percent less likely to commit suicide compared to their White peers, the suicide rates of Black
children younger than 12 shows an inverse trend (Bridge et al., 2015). Black children between
the ages of 5 to 12 years old have a suicide rate that is twice as high as their White peers of the
same age group.
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Critical Policy Analysis
The critical policy analysis shows that the discipline policies of states do not always align
with their interventions and practices for improving school climate. For example, some of the
policy provisions are written in a manner that promotes punitive consequences like suspensions,
expulsions and arrests for students who violate the code of conduct. While others include
progressive and positive strategies like training for teachers on implicit bias and elimination of
zero tolerance. All of the policies also include explicit provisions on the use of school resource
officers (SROs). As a result, the discipline policies of states are incongruent to their school
climate initiatives and do not reflect a comprehensive approach to improving school climate.
The approach to establishing community schools as a strategy to improve school climate
was also found in the critical policy analysis. This approach has been well-documented in
educational literature. Research shows that four pillars of community schools have been effective
at supporting quality teaching and learning. These pillars include (1) integrated student supports,
(2) expanded learning time and opportunities, (3) family and community engagement, and (3)
collaborative leadership and practice (Maier et al., 2017). Through the community schools
model as described in New Mexico’s discipline laws and regulations, supports are provided to
students to address barriers that they experience within and out of their academic settings. The
critical policy analysis also identified challenges with how polices are interpreted, implemented
and complied with. Since discipline policies are defined individually by each local school system
based on statutes set by the State, this can lead to inconsistent policies within states (across
districts) and unjust policies that can negatively impact students. It also creates challenges with
oversight, making it difficult for states to ensure that local school systems are complying with
state statutory language. The alignment of policies across districts is important to reduce

114

ambiguity and bias in the interpretation of policies and the use of practices that negatively affect
Black, Latinx and students with disabilities more so than their peers. State discipline statutes
recommend that removal from the classroom setting be reserved for dangerous behaviors (Jones
et al., 2018). However, Black students and students with disabilities in particular are removed
from their learning environments and suspended at disproportionately higher rates for nondangerous behaviors, suggesting that local district and school policies do not often align with
State statutes, thus creating disadvantages for these students (Lacoe & Steinberg, 2018; Losen &
Whitaker, 2017).
Limitations and Implications
While content analysis as a research methodology offers a unique opportunity to gain
extensive understanding of the phenomenon being studied, like any research technique, some
shortcomings influence its findings. The use of this method and application of relational analysis
to obtain higher-level interpretation increases the risk of error of the findings. Relational analysis
was applied in coding and analyzing practices and interventions states are using to address
school climate and determining whether or not they’re evidence-based. To determine whether or
not the interventions and practices were evidence-based, I relied on literature from education,
psychology and health fields. However, there may have been errors in coding of the interventions
and practices since some of the content did not explicitly name these interventions but rather
described elements of them that were then interpreted and categorized as a practice and/or
intervention. This level of interpretation occurred in identifying mental and behavioral health
practices, and restorative practices that aligned with restorative justice framework.
Also, the limited knowledge of current context increases error of the findings. Given that
the coding and analysis of school climate interventions and practices were based on information
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obtained from SEA websites, State Boards of Education websites and from other reputable
sources, there may have been recent changes that the states have made in implementing these
interventions and practices since the publishing of these contents. States might also be
implementing new interventions currently that may not have identified via these outlets.
Additionally, the study lacks prior context of how states reached decisions that informed the
interpretation of the findings. For example, context regarding the distribution of weights of
school climate surveys in their accountability rubric would be helpful to interpret why states
selected lower or higher weights. The use of interviews with state representatives could have
mitigated these shortcomings.
The use of critical policy analysis (CPA) in this study also limited the analysis of the
discipline laws and regulations since the CPA approach only sought to respond to the six guiding
questions of the methodology, providing a more focused interrogation. Perhaps a broad analysis
of the discipline policies would’ve yielded deeper interpretation of the effects of the policies on
students.
Implications for Future Research, Policy and Practice
Recommendations for Research
The findings of this study present opportunities for future research on school climate and
implementation of ESSA. The next two sections will discuss research recommendations with a
national focus and recommendations for the local context.
National research agenda. Since ESSA is a federal policy, the recommendations for
future research are intended to address the gaps in how the law is being implemented nationally.
1. Future research with a national focus should examine climate survey instruments for bias
to understand the extent to which survey questions examine the predictors that contribute
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to the disproportionate discipline of Black and Latinx students and students with
disabilities, such as zero tolerance policies, implicit bias and the use of school resource
officers. Rationale: With states having the authority to develop their own instruments,
there is little oversight for the tools that are being used to evaluate school quality. An
investment from the Institute of Education Sciences (IES) that yields a call for proposals
could support high quality research that would seek to evaluate climate instruments for
bias and determine their effectiveness.
2. Another area of future inquiry is to investigate the weights of ESSA accountability
indicators across states and examine their impact on school ratings and perceptions of
student achievement, student success and school quality. This research should be carried
out by a national education research organization and may be supported by a
discretionary grant from the Office of Elementary and Secondary Education (OESE)
within the U.S. Department of Education. Rationale: By studying the weights of
accountability indicators (academic and non-academic) and their impact, it could inform
future guidance to states on establishing indicator weights that will help to illuminate
inequities within their jurisdiction.
3. Finally, this study can serve as a foundation for expanding to an analysis of more states,
and the use of interviews with representatives of state education agencies (SEAs) to learn
about how their school climate initiatives have impacted their discipline rates. As the lead
research and evaluation branch of the U.S. Department of Education, IES should consider
investing in and soliciting proposals that seek to study how states are addressing school
climate and what impact their interventions and practices are having on their use of
exclusionary discipline. Rationale: Although states are implementing evidence-based
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practices to improve school quality, it’s unclear how these practices are moving the
needle to reduce discipline disparities, therefore further research should be conducted by
the National Center for Safe Supportive Learning Environments (NCSSLE) to explore
the impact of climate initiatives on discipline outcomes.
State research agenda. These research recommendations are intended to provide state
education agencies with direction on how to pinpoint inequities in school climate data collection.
1. With states reporting on aggregate results of climate surveys in their ESSA report cards,
it’s important to analyze student perceptions in disaggregated form and examine the
responses of climate surveys by race/ethnicity and disability status to identify differences
in school experiences of Black and Latinx students and students with disabilities
compared to their counterparts. SEAs should offer competitive grant opportunities for
school divisions to engage in further analysis of their school climate survey responses to
inform the interventions and practices that they adopt. Rationale: To reduce the discipline
disparities that exist between Black and Latinx students and students with disabilities and
their counterparts, a careful analysis of the survey responses of these students is needed
to identify themes and potential root causes.
2. SEAs should engage in research to include interviews with students, educators and
parents to evaluate the practical significance of school climate interventions and
practices. Rationale: If school divisions want school climate interventions and practices
to promote positive learning environments, they must be meaningful to their primary
beneficiary – students. Educators and families must also have buy-in into these practices
to engage and support students.
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Recommendations for Policy
The findings of this study also present opportunities to strengthen implementation of ESSA
policy nationally and at the state-level.
Federal and national initiatives. These recommendations are intended to provide
federal agencies and national organizations with suggestions for strengthening the
implementation of ESSA’s school climate and safety measure.
1. The National Center for Safe Supportive Learning Environments (NCSSLE) which is a
federally-funded project managed by the American Institutes of Research (AIR) should
issue a policy guidance based on best practice to encourage data collection from multiple
stakeholders. This guidance should provide exemplars, including examples of
instruments, of states who are assessing the experiences of multiple stakeholders
including educators, parents, school psychologists and school counselors. Rationale:
School psychologists and counselors offer unique perspectives on the challenges and
opportunities to develop the social and emotional competencies of students. The
perspectives of parents can also be helpful to identify future professional development for
school professionals.
2. The National Council on Disabilities (NCD) should convene a group of stakeholders and
experts to develop model policies that school districts can adopt to achieve statewide
alignment of polices related to the discipline of students with disabilities. Rationale:
Since school districts are expected to create their own discipline policies based on state
statutes, this can lead to potential alignment issues and can prove to be even more
complex given considerations of IDEA and provision of IEP services. Therefore, model
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policies will help school districts to create equitable discipline policies for students with
disabilities.
3. NCSSLE should convene a task force to facilitate the development of standard constructs
that should be used when assessing school climate. Rationale: As discussed earlier in
this chapter, all of the three cases in this study had different related constructs of their
climate surveys. While one state assessed cultural and linguistic diversity, two others did
not. None of the states had related constructs that included teacher-home
communications, student-SRO relationships, or students’ perceptions of the equitable
application of school policies. While states must measure areas that they deem to be of
importance to their local context, it’s equally important to have a baseline of standard
constructs that all states must measure when assessing school climate. Having a standard
set of climate constructs (in addition to constructs identified by states) will provide an
opportunity to compare and contrast how states are performing in relation to each other to
promote positive learning environments and help to elevate interventions and practices
that are most impactful.
4.

The U.S. Commission on Civil Rights should offer guidance to states on using discipline
data to inform how they measure school climate and identify initiatives. This guidance
should also provide recommendations to states on how to use school climate survey
responses to identify root causes of negative school perceptions and make meaning of
school discipline data, particularly the disproportionate suspensions of Black, Latinx and
students with disabilities. Rationale: Currently, there isn’t clear guidance on how states
should use discipline data to inform school climate measurement and initiatives. With
states being required to report discipline data annually for the Civil Rights Data

120

Collection (CRDC), the careful review of this data could be helpful to identify constructs
for school climate measurement tools and initiatives to reduce the use of exclusionary
practices.
State-level guidance. State education agencies should offer the following guidance to
strengthen their states measurement and use of school climate data to improve the quality of
schools.
1. State education agencies of states using school climate and safety (SCS) in their
accountability rubric and for improvement purposes should guide LEAs encouraging the
use of multiple procedures to measure school climate, including focus groups and
interviews of students with severe cognitive impairments and parents with low literacy
skills who cannot access the climate surveys. Rationale: This study found that in Illinois,
students who could not access the climate survey cognitively did not participate and their
perspectives were not included in the state’s 2019 ESSA Report Card. Using multiple
procedures like interviews and focus groups will ensure a more inclusive data collection
process and help to provide invaluable perspectives of Black, Latinx and students with
disabilities who may have experienced exclusionary discipline but lack the cognitive
skills to access the survey to share their experiences.
2. SEAs should issue guidance to LEAs to convene a taskforce of stakeholders that include
school district leaders, administrators, teachers, parents, school psychologists and school
counselors to routinely examine alignment of discipline policies to research and
evidence-based practices Rationale: As states move in the direction of adopting
progressive practices like social and emotional learning (SEL) and restorative justice to
promote positive learning environments, their discipline policies need to align with
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research and evidence-based practices. For example, a response to an altercation between
two students should be a referral for conflict resolution/peer mediation through the lens
of the restorative justice framework, as opposed to a suspension for disruption or
fighting. As revealed from the critical policy analysis in this study, discipline policies in
some states prescribe exclusionary methods more often to address violations of the
student code of conduct, instead of research and evidence-based practices. By aligning
discipline policies to progressive practices, states will prioritize the use of less punitive
measures and more research and evidence-based practices to address student misconduct
and promote positive learning environments.
Recommendations for Practice
There are several opportunities at the state level to enhance the implementation of ESSA’s
school climate and safety measure. Below are technical assistance recommendations for state and
local education agencies.
1. Local education agencies (LEAs) should prioritize professional development for
school leaders and teachers that address implicit bias and promotes the use of
culturally responsive practices, including culturally responsive teaching and culturally
responsive classroom management. Rationale: Teachers must be properly prepared to
build on the strengths of students of diverse backgrounds, and address their unique
needs and interests. In all of the cases represented in this study, majority of the
students experiencing out-of-school suspensions were non-White which is consistent
with national statistics on exclusionary discipline. Therefore, teachers must be
cultural “brokers” and understand cultural mediation and how to apply culturally
responsive practices in their classrooms equitably.
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2. As school districts implement various interventions and practices to promote safe and
supportive learning environments, state education agencies (SEAs) should provide
technical assistance to support LEAs with developing structures for monitoring
fidelity of interventions and engaging in data based decision-making to identify
efficacy of interventions and make changes as necessary. Rationale: Intervention
fidelity is paramount to evaluating its effectiveness, therefore LEAs must prioritize
collecting fidelity data on school climate interventions routinely and provide support
to individual schools as they implement school climate interventions and practices.
Conclusion
Since the enactment of ESSA in 2015, and requirements to implement new accountability
and school improvement systems, there has been limited research into how States are
implementing the school climate and safety (SCS) measure to evaluate school quality under
ESSA to create positive learning environments and reduce out-of-school suspensions (OSS) for
students who are disproportionately affected by these issues. The proposed study sought to
provide insight into how states are measuring school climate, what practices and interventions
they’re using to address it and whether their practices and interventions are evidence-based. The
study also interrogated existing discipline policies of States using a critical policy analysis
approach called “What’s the Problem Represented to be?” (Bacchi, 2009) to identify how school
climate is represented in discipline policies and how this representation informs solutions that
create advantages and disadvantages for Black, Latinx and students with disabilities.
Findings from the study showed that states are using surveys as a singular procedure to
assess school climate and these procedures produce barriers for Black and Latinx students and
students with disabilities and their families. Additionally, the discretion given to states to identify
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which non-student groups leads to exclusion rather than inclusion, particularly when states
choose to survey parents and students about their experiences but not educators who are at the
frontlines of addressing student behavior. Moreover, states have discretion to identify weights of
the surveys in their accountability rubrics. The range in these weights poses concerns of
disadvantages that could potentially minimize underperformance and experiences of Black,
Latinx and students with disabilities who are more likely to have negative school experiences
due to exclusionary discipline. The study also found that states are implementing evidence-based
interventions and practices, including PBIS, SEL and restorative justice to reduce discipline
disparities (Bal, 2015; Bradshaw et al., 2010; Gunter et al., 2012). However, gaps remain in the
use of a culturally responsive lens to ensure that these practices are equitable in meeting the
unique needs of students with disabilities and Black and Latinx students. The findings also
identified opportunities for future research, policy and practice. Specifically, the study offered
recommendations for future research to address the gaps in how ESSA’s school climate measure
is currently being implemented including national and local research agenda to strengthen
measurement, and future research to pinpoint inequities in school climate perceptions. Moreover,
the study offered policy recommendations for national and state entities. These recommendations
included guidance to encourage the use of multiple approaches to measuring school climate,
development of model policies to ensure equitable discipline of students with disabilities,
development of standard constructs for measuring school climate and guidance to define the
relationship between discipline data and its use to inform school climate measurement and
initiatives. Finally, this study also offered technical assistance recommendations to SEAs and
LEAs to enhance their practices, including professional development for school leaders and
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educators, and recommendations for monitoring fidelity of school climate interventions to
improve implementation and effectiveness.
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Appendix B: Content and Critical Policy Analysis Data Sources
Content Analysis
•

Maryland Consolidated ESSA State Plan (2018)
https://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/account/stateplan17/mdconsolidatedstateplanfinal.pdf

•

Maryland School Survey FAQs (2019)
http://marylandpublicschools.org/about/Documents/DAAIT/MarylandSchoolSurvey/Mar
yland_School%20Survey_Frequently%20Asked%20Questions_2020_final%203.4.2020_
updated.pdf

•

Guide to Equity and Excellence in Maryland (2019)
http://marylandpublicschools.org/stateboard/Documents/08272019/TabHEquityGuide.pdf

•

Maryland Resource Guide of School Discipline Practices (2017)
http://marylandpublicschools.org/about/Documents/DSFSS/SSSP/ResourceGuideMDSch
DiscPactices011117.pdf

•

Maryland State Department of Education (MSDE) Student Discipline resource webpage
http://marylandpublicschools.org/about/Pages/DSFSS/SSSP/StudentDiscipline/index.asp
x

•

MSDE student support webpage (2020)
http://www.marylandpublicschools.org/about/Pages/DSFSS/index.aspx

•

MSDE School Discipline: A Look Forward and Backward memo (2018)
http://marylandpublicschools.org/stateboard/Documents/09252018/TabK%20SchoolDisciplineALookBackwardForward.pdf

•

Second Chances: Reducing Suspensions in the State of Maryland professional
development tool (2015)
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/597b7a6b6a49638399f0e6b9/t/5ad693bd1ae6cf08a
cb4621e/1524011970472/Second-Chances-Film-Guide_v.4-2.pdf

•

Reducing and Eliminating Disproportionality in School Discipline Guidance Document
(2019)
http://marylandpublicschools.org/about/Documents/DSFSS/SSSP/TA/Disproportionality
DataGuidance.pdf
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•

Disparities in School Discipline in Maryland report by the Maryland Advisory
Committee to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights (2019)
https://www.usccr.gov/pubs/2020/01-14-MD-SAC-School-Discipline-Report.pdf

•

Taskforce on Student Discipline Regulations report
http://marylandpublicschools.org/stateboard/Documents/08272019/TaskForceStudentDis
ciplineRegulations082019.pdf

•

Report of the Workgroup on Behavioral and Substance Abuse with Services in the Public
Schools of Maryland (2017)
http://marylandpublicschools.org/programs/Documents/BSASW/BSASWFinalReport201
71201.pdf

•

Maryland’s Model Policy to Address Bullying, Harassment or Intimidation (2016)
http://marylandpublicschools.org/about/Documents/DSFSS/SSSP/Bullying/ModelBullyin
gPolicy2016.pdf

•

Baltimore City Public Schools Restorative Practices webpage
https://www.baltimorecityschools.org/restorative-practices

•

Montgomery County Public Schools Restorative Justice brochure
https://www.montgomeryschoolsmd.org/uploadedFiles/departments/studentservices/beha
vioral/RJ%20Brochure.pdf

•

Illinois Approved ESSA State Plan (2017)
https://www.isbe.net/Documents/ESSAStatePlanforIllinois.pdf

•

Illinois ESSA Plan Executive Summary (2018)
https://www.isbe.net/Documents/Illinois_ESSA_Plan_Executive_Summary.pdf

•

Illinois ESSA State Plan Amendment 1 Executive Summary (2019)
https://www.isbe.net/Documents/ESSA-Amendment1-Executive-Summary.pdf

•

ESSA State Plan Letter of Approval (2019) https://www.isbe.net/Documents/19-009589Updated-Amendment-Approval-Letter.pdf

•

ESSA Responses Summary Chart
https://www.isbe.net/Documents/ESSA_Responses_Summary_Chart.pdf

•

Illinois ESSA State Plan Executive Summary
https://www.isbe.net/Documents/Illinois_ESSA_Plan_Executive_Summary.pdf

•

ESSA State Plan Draft #2 Accountability summary
https://www.isbe.net/Documents/essa-listening-tour-3-pres-1116.pdf
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•

Findings from the ISBE Listening Tours for Local Perspectives on ESSA
https://www.isbe.net/Documents/ESSA-tour-report-0616.pdf

•

Illinois 2019-20 5Essentials Survey: Organizing Schools for Improvement FAQs
https://5-essentials.org, http://help.5-essentials.org/customer/en/portal/articles/780471illinois-5essentials-faqs, https://www.isbe.net/Pages/5Essentials-Survey.aspx

•

2018-19 5Essentials Survey Questions https://www.isbe.net/Documents/5E-SurveyQuestions.pdf

•

Illinois Social/Emotional Learning Standards via the Illinois State Board of Education’s
website (2020) https://www.isbe.net/Pages/Social-Emotional-Learning-Standards.aspx

•

Illinois Balanced and Restorative Justice website (2020) http://www.ibarji.org

•

Illinois Public Act 099-0456 – Student Discipline Reform
http://ilga.gov/legislation/publicacts/fulltext.asp?Name=099-0456

•

ISBE School Climate webpage (2020) https://www.isbe.net/Pages/School-Climate.aspx

•

ISBE Student Wellness Website (2020) https://www.isbe.net/Pages/SchoolWellness.aspx

•

ISBE PBIS webpage https://www.isbe.net/Pages/Positive-Behavioral-Intervention.aspx

•

ISBE Bullying Prevention webpage https://www.isbe.net/Pages/Bullying-Prevention.aspx

•

ISBE School Policies for Bullying Prevention https://www.isbe.net/Documents/BullyingPrev-Policy-Req.pdf

•

Midwest PBIS Network, IL-EMPOWER website http://www.midwestpbis.org/about/ilempower

•

Student Discipline Reform (P.A. 99-0456) https://ieanea.org/wpcontent/uploads/2014/03/SB-100-FINAL.pdf

•

Illinois Children’s Mental Health Act
http://www.ilga.gov/legislation/93/sb/09300sb1951enr.htm

•

New Mexico’s Approved ESSA State Plan (2019)
https://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/account/stateplan17/nmconsolidatedstateplan.pdf

•

New Mexico’s ESSA Status Update Letter from the U.S. Department of Education (June
3, 2019) https://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/account/stateplan17/map/nm.html
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•

New Mexico’s ESSA Amendment Approval Letter from the U.S. Department of
Education (July 2, 2019)
https://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/account/stateplan17/nmamendmentapprovalltr.pdf

•

New Mexico’s Public Education Department’s website https://webnew.ped.state.nm.us

•

Measuring & Assessing SEL and School Climate to Support Student Success in New
Mexico Learning Policy Institute webinar (2018)
https://www.nmlegis.gov/handouts/ALESC%20111418%20Item%202%20.2%20%20Learning%20Policy%20Institute-State%20SELClimate%20Presentation.pdf

•

2018-19 New Mexico Whole School Survey (ESSA) memo (2018)
https://webnew.ped.state.nm.us/wpcontent/uploads/2019/01/Memo_Survey_Feedback.pdf

•

New Mexico’s Anti-bullying Laws and Regulations
https://www.stopbullying.gov/resources/laws/new-mexico

•

New Mexico’s Safe Schools for All Students Act (2019)
https://webnew.ped.state.nm.us/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/SHSB_Safe-Schools-forAll-Students-Policy-Framework_Final_10.28.19.pdf

•

Suspend, Expel and Exclude: How zero-tolerance discipline policies deny New Mexico
students access to an Education http://nmpovertylaw.org/wpcontent/uploads/2015/04/REPORT-STP-REPORT-FINAL-DRAFT-2012-02-13.pdf

•

Developing Prevention-Oriented Discipline Codes of Conduct
https://www.educationlaw.org/images/conference-pdfs/2015-Papers/e11%20%202015.pdf

•

The Leadership Conference Education Fund (2016) – School Discipline Provisions in the
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) http://civilrightsdocs.info/pdf/education/SchoolDiscipline-Provisions-in-the-Every-Student-Succeeds-Act.pdf
Critical Policy Analysis

•

New Mexico Compilation of School Discipline Laws and Regulations (2019)
https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/sites/default/files/disciplinecompendium/New%20Mexico%20School%20Discipline%20Laws%20and%20Regulatio
ns.pdf

•

Maryland Compilation of School Discipline Laws and Regulations (2019)
https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/sites/default/files/disciplinecompendium/Maryland%20School%20Discipline%20Laws%20and%20Regulations.pdf

165

•

Illinois Compilation of School Discipline Laws and Regulations (2019)
https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/sites/default/files/disciplinecompendium/Illinois%20School%20Discipline%20Laws%20and%20Regulations.pdf
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